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Abstract
Gerontechnological innovations promise elderly to be 
able to live at home as long as possible. However, the 
introduction of these technologies can also introduce a 
passive age script, and reconfigure the home on different 
levels. This pictorial showcases a research product called 
Mister the Owl, used to conduct a qualitative study which 
focuses on the experience prospective elderly have with 
(the introduction of) gerontechnological innovations such 
as monitoring systems and the way these systems affect 
their perceived autonomy. Our findings show that in order 
to accept such a system, elderly have to be the ones that 
make final decisions as long as they are capable to do so.

Authors Keywords
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Introduction
This pictorial builds on the paper of Louis Neven [9]. In 
his paper, he studies the relation between the application 
of gerontechnological innovations and the desire of older 
people to live at home for as long as possible. The latter 
aspect is currently positioned by society as ‘evidently 
the right thing to do’. Many elderly share the desire to 
continue living at home in a safe way for as long as 
possible. In most cases, gerontechnological innovations 
such as monitoring systems are considered as the way to 
go to achieve this [9]. Additional studies evaluating these 
technologies revealed utilitarian, hedonistic, and social 
reasons to implement them [3,4,8]. 

Mister the Owl: Exploring the 
influence of Monitoring Systems on 
the Everyday Life of Elderly



Neven’s study brought forward the possible consequences 
of gerontechnological innovations on the experience of 
living at home, which remain undiscussed in society. 
The innovations promise that houses would remain an 
‘essentially unchangeable good place’. However, houses 
turn out to be reconfigured on a physical, virtual and 
emotional level [9]. Neven describes for example how one 
woman developed a fear of the sensors that were installed 
in her home, which had consequences for her daily life. 
These reconfigurations appear to have influence on the 
experience of the elderly regarding their own homes. 

We agree with Neven’s criticism on gerontechnological 
innovations. Besides the reconfigurations on a physical, 
virtual and emotional level, Neven also briefly mentions 
the passive age script. This phenomenon is introduced 
as one of the reconfigurations as well, as it takes away 
the ability of older people to resist the system. The 
script implies that the older people had to “put up with 
being monitored” while “giving up previously private 
information” [9]. The way the passive age script is 
perceived by elderly in relation to their autonomy and the 
way it affects their experience is not further discussed 
by Neven. We believe that this limited view on the lived 

experience and perception of autonomy is worth looking 
into. That is why we are eager to gain insights into the 
experience prospective elderly people have with (the 
introduction of) gerontechnological innovations such as 
monitoring systems and how these systems might affect 
their perceived autonomy.

As future research is notoriously hard to conduct, we 
thought about situations that prospective elderly are 
already familiar with in which they experienced reduced 
autonomy as well. When being a child, your parents have 
the authority to decide on a myriad of aspects for you, 
including many everyday life practices. This means that 
you do not have full autonomy during childhood. When 
thinking of what decisions are being made for you as 
a child, one may think of the appropriate time to go to 
bed. To examine how prospective elderly would react 
to reduced autonomy and a system making decisions 
for them, we developed the research product Mister the 
Owl (figure 1). With this research product, we propose 
the following: what if monitoring systems did not simply 
measure when elderly are getting tired, but would also 
have the authority to decide when they have to go to bed, 
just like their parents used to do in their childhood? 

Figure 1. First steps of the research product: the design and production process of the tree trunk of Mister the Owl.



This pictorial shows the development and deployment 
of the research product Mister the Owl. We present the 
findings of the deployment in light of how prospective 
elderly reacted to a monitoring system and how these 
systems affected their perceived autonomy. In the next 
section, the research product is further explained.

Research product
“And remember, heads under wings, beaks under 
blankets, all eyes closed - goodbye!” [1]. A famous 
sentence for most Dutch adults told by Mister the Owl, 
the main character of The Daily Fable. The speculation 
about the possible authority of monitoring systems in the 
process of going to bed, led to an exploration of topics 
from childhood that are related to this process. This 
specific children’s television show was broadcasted every 
day from 1968 to 1989, just before children’s bedtime. 
With 1640 episodes and between 1 and 2 million viewers 
per day, The Daily Fable became the television show for 
children with the most viewers of all time in Holland [1,5]. 
With numbers like this, it is reasonable that most (future) 
elderly know the program and associate Mister the Owl 
with going to bed. Therefore, it seemed logical to use this 
character [11] for the research product (figure 2). 

For the aim of the study, researching the future everyday, 
a research product was created: an artifact that is a final 
product instead of a final concept, meaning that it will be 
evaluated on what it currently is instead of what it will 
become [10]. This meant that the four qualities of inquiry 
driven, finish, fit and independent had to be integrated in 
the research product (figure 5, 6, 7).

Mister the Owl
During the day, Mister the Owl hides in his tree trunk with 
his eyes just above the trunk to create the idea that he is 

Figure 2. The two pictures at the top are the finished research 
product Mister the Owl. The picture at the bottom [11] is the 
original Mister the Owl from The Daily Fable. 



than one light in their living room. This would allow the 
researchers to gradually increase the ‘perceived pressure’ 
of Mister the Owl and to see what responses this pressure 
would evoke. 

Based on the scenario of turning off all the lights, the 
three flowers on the tree trunk with an LED in each of 
its centers were designed to represent three lights in the 
living room (figure 3). These LEDs are off when Mister 
the Owl comes out of his tree trunk. When one light in 
the living room is turned off, one LED on the tree trunk 
is turned on, implying that Mister the Owl ‘collected’ the 
light. Eventually, by turning off all the lights in the living 
room, Mister the Owl decides when users have to go to 
bed, just like in their childhood. 

inconspicuously watching users to see if they are getting 
tired. Once Mister the Owl decides that it is bedtime for 
the user, he slowly starts to come out of his tree trunk 
and the light inside the trunk gradually lights up (figure 
4). 

As the research product should not only measure when 
users are getting tired, but also have the ability to decide 
when users need to go to bed, Mister the Owl has to do 
more than just revealing himself. Looking at the daily 
ritual of the researchers and their family just before going 
to bed, three main activities emerged: closing all doors 
and windows, shutting down the television and turning off 
all the lights in the living room. The latter seemed most 
suitable for research purposes as most people have more 

Figure 3. The LEDs on the tree trunk that represent the three 
lights from the living room. 

Figure 4. The light inside the tree trunk that start lighting up 
when Mister the Owl has decided it is time to go to bed. 



Figure 5. Inquiry driven - After several iterations, we decided to replicate the original Mister 
the Owl as close as possible. This was done to increase the chance of users recognizing Mister 
the Owl with all associated aspects. By representing these associated aspects from partici-
pants’ childhood related to going to bed and by giving the research product a certain amount of 
authority, the research product was specifically designed to embody the “what if…” question as 
presented in the introduction. 

Figure 6. Independent - As stated in the setup section, the research product was not 
independently deployable in the field. The intervention of a researcher was needed to control the 
technical features of the system. Since the actual functionality of the system seemed to be more 
important to us than the independence of the system, the decision was made to compromise on 
the independence of the system.

Figure 7. Finish and fit - The research product and its deployment 
were developed in such a way that it would not be too familiar nor 
too strange: the appearance of the research product was easily 
relatable to The Daily Fable, although the specific form the product 
itself could be evaluated as a bit more strange. However, by 
presenting the product as a smart device, with which the participants 
are already quite familiar, the right balance between familiarity and 
strangeness was aimed to be found. From a material and design 
perspective, specific attention was paid to the aesthetics and 
appearance of the research product, since these are often the main 
aspects that determine whether a product looks finished or not. 



informed consent after which the research product was 
introduced to the participants by the researcher1. This 
introduction was accompanied by a product flyer in which 
a scenario was depicted (figure 8 and 9):

1 An important side-note: the researchers were the children of the recruited 
participants. This decision was made to imitate the context in which such a product 
would be introduced in real life. As was already discussed by Neven [9], the purchase 
of gerontechnology often involves consultation/interference of the children with their 
parents.

Setup
Mister the Owl was deployed in its envisioned context: 
the living room of prospective elderly. For this specific 
deployment, the prospective elderly were represented 
by five participants between 55 and 60 years old (table 
1). These participants were expected to be confronted 
with gerontechnological decisions within 20 to 30 
years, in relation to their care and living environment. 
In contrast, the participants from Neven’s study - who 
are presumably older, since they were mentioned 
to be ‘extremely frail’ - are already confronted with 
such situations, due to their physical and mental 
health conditions [9]. These discrepancies in both 
health conditions and age may induce varying visions 
on gerontechnologies, which makes it interesting to 
study the opinions of prospective elderly on their care 
options within their own house. With the deployment 
of the research product, we aimed to extract insights 
on these opinions and visions.

The research product was deployed for two subsequent 
evenings in three different households (figure 13, 14 
and 16). The first evening, the participants gave their 

Table 1. Demographic overview of 
participants.

Figure 8. The flyer that introduced the research product. 

Figure 9. The scenario that was told to the participants. 



The participants were taken through the scenario by 
the researcher to ensure that they would understand 
the purpose and function of the research product. This 
scenario also played another important role by allowing 
the participants to make the connection between 
the present and the future. Presenting the research 
product as the first step in the process towards a smart 
home was expected to make it easier for participants 
to imagine how they would experience their future 
living environment. After this introduction the research 
product was installed in the living room within the field 
of view of the participants, which often resulted in a 
positioning on either the coffee table or the television 
cabinet (figure 10 and 11). 

During the deployment, the research product was 
controlled by the researchers, inspired by the Wizard 
of Oz method [6]. This method allows a fairly low effort 
development of the research product to still gain quick 
insights on the projected users. The participants were 
informed about this ‘fake intelligence’ of the system at 
the start of each deployment session, to prevent false 
expectations. For this part of the deployment, an active 
role of the researcher was required: (1) the researcher 
had to turn on ‘Mister the Owl’ when the first signs 
of tiredness among the participants were noticed, (2) 
then the lights had to be turned off with an interval 
of ten minutes, simultaneously turning on the light 
in the flowers on the research product. The complete 
procedure for the researcher’s role can be found on 
the left. The researcher took observational field notes 
while ‘Mister the Owl’ was in use, focusing especially on 
interesting behavior demonstrated by the participants. 

The morning after the first evening of deployment, 
a short semi-structured interview [7] was conducted 
that covered questions on the usage and experience 

Procedure
Once Mister the Owl - in our 
case the researcher that 
operates it - decides that it 
is bedtime for the user, the 
researcher turns a knob that 
allows the Owl to slowly start 
coming out of his tree trunk.
The LEDs on the tree trunk 
are still turned off when Mister 
the Owl comes out of his 
tree trunk. With the remote 
control of the LED strip that is 
placed inside the tree trunk, 
the LED strip is turned on by 
the researcher simultaneously 
to draw the attention from 
users even more (as can be 
seen in figure 12). When 
users are not responding to 
Mister the Owl coming up, the 
researcher will turn one light 
in the living room off with a 
remote controllable system, 
otherwise this happened after 
ten minutes. At the same time, 
one LED on the tree trunk is 
turned on by pushing on a 
button, implying that Mister 
the Owl ‘collected’ the light. 
This was repeated until all the 
lights are turned off (three 
lights in this study), with an 
interval of ten minutes, leaving 
the participants eventually in 
the dark. 

Figure 10. Mister the Owl placed on the television cabinet.

Figure 11. Mister the Owl placed next to the television. 

Figure 12. The LED strip that draws attention from users. 



of the research product itself (e.g. What did you think 
Mister the Owl did during the evening? How did you 
experience the fact that he decided that it was time to 
go to bed?). This interview was followed up the morning 
after the second evening of deployment, elaborating 
on more general questions about gerontechnological 
innovations in relation to both autonomy and desired 
care (e.g. What would you think of a complete system 
with devices like these? When would you like to have 
influence on such systems?). The semi-structured 
interviews that were held in Dutch, were recorded and 
transcribed. A thematic analysis [2] was then conducted 
using both observational field notes and semi-structured 
interviews (figure 15). For the results in this pictorial, 
the most important quotes were translated to English. 

Results
In total, nine themes emerged from the thematic 
analysis, clustered in three important topics (figure 
17). Three themes were identified as responses of 
participants on Mister the Owl itself, namely associations 
with -, responses to - and perceived functionality of 
Mister the Owl. Additionally, these themes can be seen 
as indicators to check whether participants perceived 

the research product as meant by the researchers. Three 
other themes described the influence of a monitoring 
system on everyday life, namely influence of monitoring 
systems on the ‘home’ feeling, the privacy and the 
autonomy of participants. The remaining three themes 
were identified as visions on future living environments, 
namely desired place to live, envisioned monitoring systems 
and purchasing monitoring systems. In the following 
paragraphs, the aforementioned themes will be further 
discussed. 

Responses participants on Mister the Owl
Associations with Mister the Owl
All participants associated Mister the Owl with being sent to 
bed during their childhood. The famous phrase of Mister the 
Owl was quoted by all participants during the observation. 
P5: “Mister the Owl reminded me of my childhood, watching 
The Daily Fable before going to bed... heads under wings, 
beaks under blankets, all eyes closed - good night”. P4 
mentioned that the childish design of the research product 
implied that the system is for children: “I think it looks like 
a design that is made for a young target group”.  

Figure 13. Household C.

Figure 14. Household C.

Figure 15. Thematic Analysis. 

Figure 16. Household A, during the first evening of deployment. 



Responses to Mister the Owl
During the interviews after deployment, all participants 
mentioned that they still decided themselves when 
it was time to go to bed, even though Mister the Owl 
was gradually turning off the lights. P2: “If the lights 
go out and I say like: yeah, my topic on the current 
affairs program is not finished yet, I choose to break the 
rules of Mister the Owl”. P3: “He [Mister the Owl] did 
not decide that [their bedtime], we have decided that 
ourselves.” The observations show that most participants 
do take Mister the Owl into consideration when deciding 
their bedtime. P5 noted the following when the first 
light was turned off: “I am going to lock the door now, 
otherwise I will not be ready when Mister the Owl will 
tell me to go to bed”. P1: “It [turning the lights off] is 
a gradual process so you can adjust your activities to it 
[the system]”. 

Perceived functionality of Mister the Owl
When asked, all participants explained the functioning 
of Mister the Owl as meant by the researchers. P5 even 
spotted when the system was not functioning correctly: 

“Do you have to turn one more light on the tree trunk on? 
I do not want to act smart, but it was on during the last 
time”. Getting used to the system helped in understanding 
its functioning and adapting activities to it. P2: “When you 
are used to the system, you connect to it . . . you start 
to get used to it”. Adaptation to the system also made 
participants aware of functionalities that they would like 
to change. P1, P2 and P4 mentioned that they would like 
to adjust the amount of time before a light is turned off: 
“When that is adjustable, the time of turning off the lights 
and so on, you can decide yourself what the process will 
look like” [P1]. P1 and P5 would also like the television 
being part of the system, although they would not like it 
if it would turn off in the middle of a program. P5: “That 
[the system turning off the television] would be even 
more effective, but I would also become grumpy if I would 
miss the last five minutes of an episode”. 

Influence of monitoring systems on everyday life
Influence of monitoring systems on ‘home’ feeling
In his paper, Neven [9] mentions that installing a 
monitoring system could reconfigure the home in a way 

Figure 17. Final themes of the thematic analysis. Figure 18. First iteration of the thematic analysis.



is frightening that you will not be stimulated anymore to 
think about your own behavior”. All participants would only 
consider giving up (parts of) their autonomy if their safety 
or well-being would be in danger without such a system. 
P5: “I can imagine that when people are so far gone 
that they do not even know if it is morning, afternoon or 
evening, that it is nice when the system decides what they 
need to do. Like, it is 12 o’clock now, you have to go to 
lunch”. As long as the participants are able to decide on 
purchasing and using a monitoring system themselves or 
are at least able to be involved in making that decision 
together with others, they should have the autonomy to 
do so. P1: “I think that people are very capable of making 
their own decisions”. Once the system is installed, all 
participants agreed that users should still be capable to 
ignore or overrule the system: “You should always be able 
to overrule the system” [P2]. 

Vision on future living environment 
Desired place to live
All participants emphasized the desire to live at home 
for as long as possible. If they would start to suffer from 
physical or mental disabilities, participants would prefer 
installing a monitoring system instead of moving to an 
elderly home. P4: “If that [installing a monitoring system] 
means you can live at home longer, and it is safe, then I 
would do it.” P5: “if I am so far gone that I have to choose 
between that [monitoring system] and a care home, then 
I think I would choose that [monitoring system]”.

Envisioned monitoring systems
When asked to envision monitoring systems in the future, 
participants gave a variety of options. P1, P2 and P5 
envisioned solutions that already exist, such as alarm 
buttons in every room or attached to a necklace. P1: “For 
example alarm buttons that you can press anywhere”. P3 

that it would not feel like home anymore. P2, P3 and P4 
could not see this happening. P4: “of course your house 
will still feel like home, you have your own stuff and the 
technology will be almost invisible so that you would not 
even mention being monitored”. P1 and P5 agree with 
that, but the installment of a camera would change that. 
P5: “In the beginning you might feel like ‘big brother sees 
everything’. I think that you get used to it and that it just 
remains your home. . . your safe haven”. P1 would not get 
used to the camera: “No. I would feel spied upon at all 
times.”

Influence of monitoring systems on privacy
When asking about the influence of the system on their 
privacy, all participants mention a camera. If the system 
would contain a camera, participants would feel as if 
‘big brother was watching them’. This would invade their 
privacy. P3: “just like a baby . . . a big brother that watches 
every step you take”. P1: “doing your own things, yes, that 
will be curbed by all sorts of equipment and people that 
are watching you.” Although the system and especially the 
camera could invade the privacy of the participants, they 
would still install the system if that would be beneficial for 
their safety. P3: “When you have fallen on the ground, I 
think you need that. That is the same as when you push 
an alarm and the nurse has to come. This [the monitoring 
system] is measuring it”. 

Influence of monitoring systems on perceived autonomy
Besides invading their privacy, participants mentioned that 
monitoring systems could also influence their autonomy. 
As these systems could have the possibility to decide when 
participants need help or when they have to go to sleep, all 
participants fear the system would take over their lives. P2: 
“These are assistive tools and they have to remain a detail 
and not the center of attention during a day”. P4: “I think it 

Figure 19.Several impressions of 
the coded transcriptions. 



and P4 thought that monitoring systems will be completely 
different in the future: “I do not think that it will look 
like this in the future . . . then it must be a different 
design” [P4]. P4 did not know what design the monitoring 
systems will have, but thought that “it should not only be 
technology, but a combination with human contact”. P3 
envisioned the systems to become part of the human body: 
“you will soon have to implement a chip that says: oh yes, 
we have to eat”. 

Purchasing monitoring systems
All participants would prefer to purchase a monitoring 
system themselves if that would be necessary to continue 
living at home. P2: “If it could help me or if it would be 
beneficial for the situation, I would purchase a system 
like that myself”. Participants gave mixed responses to 
the question whether other people could influence that 
purchase. P4 will only accept her children to purchase a 
monitoring system if she is unable to make that decision 
due to mental illness: “If I am not able to make that 
decision for myself anymore, than you [their children] can 
do that. But if I still know everything and I do not have 
dementia, I will decide for myself”. P3 agreed with that. P1, 
P2 and P5 would not mind if their children would introduce 
the system, as long as they would discuss it together before 
purchasing. P2: “Not a problem if you [their children] would 
introduce that. I am willing to look into that”. P5 added that 
she would refuse the purchase of a system quicker if done 
by someone else than her children.

Discussion
Mister the Owl was initially developed and deployed to not 
simply measure when future elderly were getting tired, 
but also to have the authority to decide when they have 
to go to bed, just like their parents used to do in their 
childhood. The responses of participants showed that 

Mister the Owl indeed reminded them of being sent to 
bed during their childhood. The observations showed that 
participants seemed to be influenced by Mister the Owl 
as they adapted their activities to the bedtime decision 
of the research product. In contrast to the observations, 
the interviews revealed that participants felt like they still 
decided for themselves when they wanted to go to bed. 
Moreover, participants indicated that they would prefer to 
adjust certain settings of Mister the Owl. This can imply 
that although participants accept and interact with the 
system, they nevertheless want to have some influence in 
the system’s decision making. 

After the deployment of Mister the Owl, a discussion 
evoked with participants about their anticipated 
experience with gerontechnological innovations such as 
monitoring systems and how these systems might affect 
their perceived autonomy. From this discussion, it became 
apparent that installing a monitoring system would 
influence the everyday life of participants in various ways. 
Although the ‘home’ feeling they have in their house would 
not be altered by most systems, a camera being part 
of the system could impair their ‘home’ feeling. Besides 
that they might feel as if they were constantly being 
spied upon, knowing that caregivers have the possibility 
to check them at any given time would also invade their 
privacy. Moreover, installing a monitoring system would 
also influence their autonomy. Participants expressed 
fear of systems which take over their lives and constantly 
making decisions for them.

Despite all these major consequences on everyday life, 
participants would still consider purchasing or installing 
a monitoring system in their own home. This has to do 
with their envisioned living environment in the future: 
all participants emphasized their wish to live in their own 



home for as long as possible. If living independently 
would not be safe anymore due to physical or mental 
problems, they would prefer to stay at home with 
monitoring systems instead of moving to an elderly 
home. The participants mentioned that they would accept 
the consequences on their ‘home’ feeling, privacy and 
autonomy in that situation. One condition appeared to 
be crucial for participants to accept the system and its 
consequences: they have to be the ones that make the 
final decisions as long as they are capable to do so. That 
means that they want to decide for themselves when 
the system will be introduced, what kind of system is 
necessary, and they want to have the ability to adjust or 
overrule the system once its installed. When they are not 
capable of making that decision themselves anymore, 
they want their children to be involved. 

Limitations
This future oriented study involved five prospective 
elderly. The findings of this study might give a first 
impression of the desires, experiences and perceived 
autonomy of these prospective elderly, but the findings 
cannot be generalized as the sample size is not 
representative for the entire population. To be able to 
generalize the results, further research is required with 
more participants that together are a decent reflection of 
the entire population.

Additionally, these five involved participants were parents 
of the researchers. We evaluate this as both a strength 
and weakness of our study, since it reflects the situation 
we aimed to target - the interplay between parents/
children  - and it allowed us to go more into depth on 
possible sensitive subjects, but on the other hand parents 
can also be more likely to give desired answers which can 
lead to biased research results. Furthermore, during the 

observations and semi-structured interviews, only one 
researcher was present. This may have influenced the 
results in terms of reliability. 

Finally, during the deployment of our research product, 
the researcher had to control Mister the Owl in the 
presence of the participants. This may have influenced 
the way how realistic the participants experienced the 
research product. 

Conclusion
In this pictorial, we have presented a research product 
called Mister the Owl. Development and deployment of 
Mister the Owl was done to explore how future elderly 
would react to a system that takes over the everyday life 
decisions that they would normally make. The research 
product was specifically aimed on deciding the appropriate 
bedtime for participants like their parents used to do 
in their childhood. Furthermore, the research product 
evoked a discussion on their anticipated experience with 
gerontechnological innovations in general and how these 
might affect their perceived autonomy. The results of the 
study showed that although installing a monitoring system 
such as Mister the Owl can have major consequences on 
the ‘home’ feeling, privacy and autonomy, prospective 
elderly would nevertheless install such a system because 
that might allow them to fulfill their desire of living in 
their own home for as long as possible. One condition 
appeared to be crucial for prospective elderly to accept 
the system and its consequences: they have to be the 
ones that make the final decisions as long as they are 
capable to do so.
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