
 

You'll hardly notice the next generation of
wearable tech

March 12 2014, by Nick Dalton

  
 

  

Believe it or not, this is what the future of the internet really looks like. Credit:
garryknight, CC BY-SA

On a trip to Germany, David Cameron has announced £45 million to
prompt a "new industrial revolution" based on the internet of things. This
marks the beginning of a new era for computing and for wearable
technologies. We are entering the age of calm computing and devices
that truly help us live. And they'll be a lot more subtle than a computer
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stuck to your glasses.

Wearable technology has been the main feature of every technology
trade show this year. Google has led the pack with Google Glass and
Samsung is already on its second generation smartwatch in competition
with smaller startups such as Pebble.

All of these technologies were predicted back in the 1990s by a
researcher called Mark Weiser, then chief technology officer at Xerox
Palo Alto research centre. And it's to Weiser we can look when we think
about what is going to happen next.

Xerox PARC originally came up with the interface we use on most
computers that combines mouse, window and menu, as well as Ethernet,
the thick cable your desktop computer might be still attached to today. In
the late 1970s and early 1980s, under then-director Alan Kay, PARC
developed a vision of Dynabook, which is a good blueprint for today's
iPad and Android tablets.

It was up to Mark Weiser to develop a vision of computing which was as
bold for the 1990s as Alan Kay's vision of a tablet computer was for the
1970s.

Weiser followed the trends for computing and observed that the number
of computers per person kept increasing. It began with one when people
just used a personal computer. Then, in the 1990s, he noticed that when
you surf the web, you are using three or four computers at once – one to
look at the web page, one to serve the web page to you and normally a
couple or more passing information over the internet. He predicted that
the number of computers per person would keep increasing and he was
right. Today, with cloud storage and smartphones and intelligent car
management, you're probably using up to 20 computers at any one time.
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Weiser even foresaw the progressive miniaturisation and cost reductions
that would enable you to use first hundreds, then thousands of computers
simultaneously. He called this ubiquitous computing but many people in
the tech industry have rebranded it the internet of things.

While in many ways this seems like a recipe for pandemonium, Weiser
saw it as an opportunity to rethink how we interact with computers,
making them recede into the background, something he called calm
computing. By putting computers into things we can bring human values
back to technology.

Not just gadgets

While Google Glass and intelligent sound systems for the home are the
gadgets that most readily spring to mind when we talk about the internet
of things, the future may well be more subtle and more functional.

Take for example the problem of living with dementia. Many retired
people want to live independent lives for as long as they can, but their
adult offspring constantly worry about their parents getting lost outside
their own doorstep.

The current solution is a box worn on a belt which monitors the wearer's
location and can alert a friend or helper when the box moves outside a
predefined area or has a panic button pressed.

The downside is that wearers can feel like the box acts as a visual mark
of disability. They also need to remember to attach it to their belt before
going out. The ubiquitous solution is to hide the computer within a
walking stick that would be used anyway.

As Weiser predicted, the computer merges into the background of our
lives. The user of this subtly hi-tech device will remember to take it with
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them when leaving the house using habitual memory so no extra learning
is required.

A computer within the wooden stick might cause it to vibrate when the
user walks beyond the limits of their habitual neighbourhood. It could
vibrate again when pointed in the direction of home to help the user find
their own way out of the predicament. A hidden button could be used to
summon help, all without drawing attention to the user. Then, once the
user has returned home, the stick can be charged in an umbrella stand,
again negating the need to learn the new habit of plugging in a dedicated
device.

The need for ubiquitous computing like this will spur the next generation
of startups and innovation. University courses are emerging to support
the next generation of developers that can make this happen and David
Cameron's £45-million funding boost will go a long way too. But
strangely, if Weiser's vision of calm computing is delivered as promised,
the only way you will know it has worked is if you don't see it.

This story is published courtesy of The Conversation (under Creative
Commons-Attribution/No derivatives).
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