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ABOUT THIS BOOK

This book presents the practice aspect of my doctorate research at the design 
department of Goldsmiths, University of London. It accompanies my thesis, 
Designing for Ambivalence, which investigates from a design perspective the role 
of smartphones for mothers and young children, within contexts where mothers are 
the primary carers. The research is informed by psychoanalytic, feminist and critical 
design outlooks.
In this work, a series of experimental design proposals have been developed. Often 
suggestive, critical and provocative, the designs are conversational pieces, material 
representations of behaviours involving the use of smartphones during childcare. 
Evoking practices that often take place in private, they have been used to engage 
in conversation with people. Exploring a material space populated by toys, bottles, 
feeding breasts, transitional objects and smartphones, the proposals represent 
the possibilities for design to explore and critique problematic situations and the 
potentials for changing them. Through their narratives, they expose unintended 
uses of smartphones while depicting portrayals of mothers as complex users of 
technology. The encounters between the designs and diverse audiences through 
tailored workshops, conferences and public displays have produced a variety of 
responses that expose our ambivalent relationship with technologies in family life and 
represent the complexity of this research space.
The creation of design proposals and their encounters with people contributed to 
the development of a sensitivity towards daily incidents, affecting me as researcher. 
Narrated as anecdotes, these are also presented in this book.
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A story, told by Siri

Baby Fay’s colic pains kick in as two year old Tom starts to get 
tired and wants food, a game or a bath. At this point Anna 
breaks the rules about how much screen time Tom is allowed. 
She lets him play with me. I am supposed to be only for Anna 
to use, but now I become Tom’s plaything.

When Anna is using me, Tom wants her to stop and play with 
him. But Tom also wants to play with me. He was once given a 
plastic toy phone that made a ring when a button was pushed. 
But this fake phone is usually gathering dust under his bed.

At playgroups, Anna and other parents brag about how good 
their children are with technology. Tom once changed my 
settings and Anna never managed to change them back.

As I oscillate between being Anna’s tool and Tom’s plaything, 
a game of tensions and rivalry unfolds as I go from one end to 
the other.
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Design explorations
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How about going to sleep now?
I am busy

I am not a toy
I have work to do

Take me to your mum
I am getting dizzy

I don’t want to play right now
Slow down

Stop it
Wait a minute

Oh for goodness sake
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Annotated designs [4] 
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Ambivalent Objects 1
Ambivalent Objects 1 are suggestive and  provocative. They embody the use of 
smartphones as a form of childcare. They cause both fascination and rejection  
and invite dialogue and reflection.
 
As critical designs, they challenge conventional product design approaches 
that portray mothers as uncomplicated and idealised. Instead, they present 
them as complex users of technology that use all available resources, including 
smartphones, in their childrearing tasks.

embody unintended
uses of technology 
in family life

embody society’s ambivalent 
ideas about children and 
technology

suggest the role of
smartphones as pacifiers

the smartphone,
awkwardly rammed in,
evokes its intrusion 
into the world of infants

portray mothers as
complex users of
technology
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Ambivalent Object 2
Ambivalent Object 2 is a critical design that embodies the use of the smartphone 
as a comfort object, a form of childcare. The object’s narrative prompts subjects 
to reflect and tell of behaviours around smartphones. Provoking both fascination 
and rejection, it invites discussions about our ambivalent attitudes towards 
smartphones and young children.

suggests the smartphone 
as a transitional object

suggests technology 
as surrogate carerportrays mothers as

complex users of
technology

the smartphone,
awkwardly rammed in,
evokes its intrusion 
into the world of infants
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Herby
Herby is an artefact that houses a smartphone and could live on a desk. It reacts 
when it is being used as a toy and gets angry when pulled along.

The faster it is pulled the angrier it gets.

It argues “I am not a toy”  or “take me to your mum”

suggests the phone as a
grumpy family member

it evokes the mother’s
reluctance to share and 
her plea to leave the 
smartphone alone

using humour to make 
difficult issues ‘safe’
to discuss

making the phone 
angry gives it agency

the angrier it gets
the more ridiculous it 
looks, bringing humour
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An Uncanny Pet
An Uncanny Pet uses the metaphor of a sleeping pet as a charging station. 
The smartphone is temporarily unavailable, it snores and its eyes are closed. 

It loses hairs.

Evoking sleeping routines, easily understood by young children,it invites adult 
and child to take a break from the phone.

proposes a temporary break,
not a permanent solution

uses a metaphor that is 
easily understood

suggests the 
smartphone as one of 
the family

suggests users’
emotional attachment
to smartphones

it is both strange 
and familiar
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Encounters between the designs and people
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I did three workshops. Participants were recruited through social media and leaflets posted at 
Goldsmiths College, and at New Cross nurseries, cafes and waiting rooms. I allowed participants 
to interpret the designs and tell me about smarthones in the world of mother and infant.

“I feel like I have done the things you are showing here, these are narrative objects aren’t they, 
you are showing potential scenarios, but they actually already exist”

“Oh, I feel a bit, um… sort of shivery about seeing baby things integrated with phones, … makes 
me feel quite uneasy… I suppose it’s because I feel that children, babies should not have that 
much technology around them, but then I think oh actually often they do, often we do sit with the 
phone all of the time…”

“the mother is trying to maintain and wrestle back, it’s like wrestling most, you know you are trying 
to keep back a bit of yourself through the phone, and what it represents to you, and the child 
develops a relationship with it that is not necessarily what you think it is”

“women already have a network of objects they use”

“you have to be careful not to judge people who might need this, right?”

“yesterday, I had a day, 14 hours on my own with them, and actually you do look at your phone 
more on a day like that because you’re on your own, not talking to anyone, 14 or 15 hours”

“it reminds me of X, a mother who is apologetic to strangers for relying on screens to get on 
through the day”

quotes from workshop participants
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Ambivalent Objects and Uncanny Pet were displayed in a ‘cabinet of transitional toys’ at the 
Freud Museum, in an exhibition on Play and Psychoanalysis. The curators of the museum saw 
Ambivalent Objects as contemporary explorations of transitional objects [7]. The objects were 
displayed together with an ancient statue of a baboon that usually lived at Freud’s desk.
The work was also presented to a small audience, allowing for discussions with visitors 
(many of whom were psychoanalysis scholars). In the museum context, the designs became 
intellectualised, often beyond their original intentions. 

A visitor asked if the objects were designed for the ‘good enough mother’1.

Another visitor asked if they represented the mother’s id as opposed to her ego2. 

1. Winnicott proposed the notion of ‘good-enough maternal care’, where the mother allows for limited amounts 
of frustration, rather than immediately respond to a child’s demand (which should only take place when the 
baby is a newborn). By gradually allowing frustration to be part of the child’s world, the mother allows him/
her to develop [8].
2. In the Freudian model of the psyche, the id represents the unconscious drives, while the super-ego 
represents the critical and moralizing role. The ego is a mediator between the id and the super-ego. [2].

92



93



94



95



The research was publicly displayed in a show and tell manner at a V&A’s digital design drop-
in session. Visitors asked about the research and responded to the artefacts. Children liked to 
stroke Uncanny Pet and those who had a phone tried inserting it into the artefact.

Two mothers with children looked both shocked and interested by what Ambivalent Objects 
proposed. ‘Oh, my gosh, this is terrible!’ they exclaimed, although they were smiling. 

A man told disapprovingly of his sister, who gives the smartphone to her children when she 
needs to attend to other tasks. 

A visitor approached the table with her young child, inciting him to play with the objects. 

A woman requested advice about how to stop her child from asking for her phone.

A father moved his young child away from the table, disapprovingly.

A woman from a psychoanalytic journal on attachment theory asked me to contribute. I think it 
was the word ambivalence that attracted her.
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Anecdotes

Incidents that affected me as researcher [1,6]
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Anecdote 1, Bus 73, London, June 2017

I am on a bus travelling from Kings Cross towards Hackney. A teenage mother gets on near 
Essex Road. She is a large girl wearing a t-shirt with the words Dream printed on it, with 
black leggings and Birkenstock sandals one size too small, worn out under the weight of her 
large feet. She skillfully maneuvers her pushchair through the interior of the bus, carrying 
a toddler. Mother and child sit towards the middle of the bus, becoming centre stage, 
exposed to the gaze of us, the other passengers. A few minutes into her journey, she takes 
out her smartphone and starts watching a rap video, the little girl looking expectantly for her 
mother’s next move towards her.
Having myself occupied that physical bus space when my children were little, I can perceive 
her self-consciousness, our eyes looking at her, judging every move. I can see her seeing 
me seeing her, and I have felt and understood the weight of the judging gaze of others. On 
other journeys, I have witnessed mothers sanctimoniously telling their children why they are 
being strapped to their buggies, why they are being told off. Explanations given loudly for 
the benefit of onlookers in the confined space of a bus.
She watches her rap video, but every now and then plays a quick peek a boo with her 
daughter, before getting back to her screen, thus alternating between her maternal role 
and her individual use of the phone for distraction. After a while she places the smartphone 
facing the opposite direction, in front of her toddler’s face, while she looks out the window 
at the moving street scenery. The smartphone is her companion, a mobile escape, a shared 
pacifier for her and her child. I try not to judge, though sometimes I catch myself judging.
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Anecdote 2, London, August 2017

After I tell the topic of my research to an acquaintance, he tells me of his two-year old son’s 
eating habits. He was small as a baby and a fussy eater. His mother, anxious to feed and 
fatten him up, started using the screen of her smartphone or tablet to distract him, so that 
she could spoon food into his mouth without him putting too much of a fight. Now that he 
is a toddler, he will only eat in front of a screen.
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Anecdote 3, A&E, Homerton Hospital, London, June 2017

I am with my son at Homerton Hospital, as we believe he has broken his arm. He is now 
twelve, but he can still be seen at the children’s section of A&E. We have been in this room 
before, the last time when he was four or five. I am suddenly aware that most of the worn-
out toys and books in the room that my son used to play with, distracting him from a fever, 
bump or rash, are now left untouched. There is a large TV screen, but this is off. Most 
of the children are sitting, absorbed into the games and movies played in their parents’ 
smartphones, keeping them quiet and diverted from their pain.
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Anecdote 4, Fracture clinic, Homerton Hospital, London, June 2017

I am at the fracture clinic at Homerton Hospital, waiting for the specialist to check my son’s 
arm. The waiting room is full, and there are a few parents with young children. A mother 
is trying, unsuccessfully, to calm her baby, who has been crying loudly, non-stop. She is 
clearly aware that others are looking at her, and visibly tries to calm her baby, now by moving 
the buggy, now by cuddling her. I try not to look, as I know how stressful a moment like this 
can be: the gaze of others judging a maternal performance. An elderly lady, whose leg is 
on a cast, is sitting nearby. She seems annoyed at the mother’s inability to make her baby 
quiet and often looks up from her newspaper, with a disapproving expression. A nurse tries 
to distract the baby, but to no avail. I offer to fetch some water and the mother explains to 
me in her precarious English that her baby has missed her nap routine and finds it difficult to 
sleep away from her cot. The crying becomes louder, as if the baby were crying for the pain 
of all the patients, who have been waiting in the room for over an hour. A tall woman stands 
up, approaches mother and baby, and takes out a large smartphone from her bag. She 
holds the device, playing a loud animation, close to the baby’s face, in an attempt to soothe 
her.  A part of me becomes furious, and wonders if the tall woman would had behaved in 
such a way towards me or other parents in the room who, unlike the mother, do not look 
like an immigrant. She felt entitled to intervene. Her ‘helping hand’ is an act of intrusion, 
ramming her phone, possibly introducing an uncalled for tech addiction into mother and 
child. The baby does not seem to respond well, and the crying intensifies to such a point 
that she vomits. Some milky fluid falls over the tall woman and her smartphone (and deep 
inside me, I feel something like karma). The tall woman quickly moves away in disgust and 
goes back to her seat. A nurse comes to help and clean the floor. The mother puts the baby 
in her buggy and goes for a walk, returning some minutes later, with the baby fast asleep. 
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Anecdote 5, July 2018

I am chatting outside my children’s school to a mother who knows about my research. She 
tells me that she sometimes breastfeeds her daughter in order to have a quiet moment 
when she can check things on her smartphone. She prefers to feed her on her left breast, 
so she has her right hand free for swiping.
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Anecdote 6, London, November 2018

An acquaintance shares a photo she found online, which has produced many angry replies. 
It shows a mother at an airport, using her phone while her baby lies asleep on the floor next 
to her. The photograph, which has gone viral, has attracted a large number of condemning 
responses. After doing some research online I find that the mother in the photo later 
publicly responded1, explaining that she had been stranded at the airport and had to sleep 
on the floor with her baby. When the photo was taken she was using her phone to find out 
about travel updates and contact her relatives while letting her baby continue to sleep. 
To accompany her explanation, she has produced a number of photos of herself in more 
domestic environments. One photo shows her standing with her husband, baby and other 
children on a countryside field, next to a cow.

1.     https://www.scarymommy.com/molly-lensing-airport-viral-photo-facebook/
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Captions
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Captions

p. 3: Exploratory sketch - the smartphone as an object of rivalry
p. 5: Story used at presentations with the simualted voice of my smartphone. https://vimeo.com/226111034
p. 8: A pet / toy
p. 9: A pet / toy
p.10: Bottle / phone holder
p.11:  A smartphone in the nursery
p.12: Pull along toy
p.13: Desk object turned car - tool turned toy
p.14: Pull along toy
p.15: The phone as mediator between the needs of mother and child
p.16: The phone as mediator between the needs of mother and child
p.17: The phone at the playground
p. 18: Hybrid object pet / toy
p. 19: Hybrid speaker object
p. 20: Pull along toy
p. 21: Hybrid pull along toy
p. 22: Hybrid pull along toy
p. 23: Hybrid pull along toy
p. 24: Pull along toy
p. 25: Hybrid pull along toy
p. 26: Comfort object
p. 27: Comfort object
p. 28: Bottle / phone holder
p. 29: Pull along toy
p. 30: Speaker
p. 31: Hybrid objects toy / pet / speaker
p. 32: A reference to Harlow’s experiments on attachment theory [5]
p. 33: Hybrid object
p. 34: Pet and phone hybrid
p. 35: Hybrid objects
p. 36: Speaker / doll
p. 37: Hybrid object pet/ speaker/ toy
p. 38: Sketch. Console 
p. 39: Computer rendering. Console
p. 40: Pull along comfort object
p. 41: Sketch model
p. 42: Comfort object
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p. 43: A mysterious pet  
p. 44: Toy / phone objects
p. 45: A crying text message
p. 46: Illustration for flyer for recruiting participants
p. 47: Cultural Probes [3]
p. 48:  Returned Cultural Probe
p. 49: Computer rendering. Pacifier/plug
p. 50: Face illustration, reference to Fisher-Price Chatter Telephone
p. 51: Sketch of toy car with smartphone
p. 52: Sketch model - toy car  with smartphone
p. 53: CAD drawing - pull along toy
p. 54: Pull along comfort object
p. 55: Sketch models
p. 56: Progression from sketch to computer rendering to 3D printed model
p. 57: 3D printed model of bottle / phone holder
p. 58: Model making of Uncanny Pet
p. 59: Knitted phone cot
p. 60: CAD drawing of cup / phone holder
p. 61: Computer rendering - pull along toy
p. 62: Computer rendering of pull along toy 
p. 63: Sketches of smartphone hybrid objects
p. 64: Phone as toy
p. 65: Computer rendering of bottle / smartphone holder Sketches of smartphone hybrid objects
p. 66:  Sketch. The smartphone as part of the fairityale of motherhood and childhood
p. 67: Sketch. The smartphone as part of the fairityale of motherhood and childhood
p. 68: 3D printed models in customised box
p. 69: Sketch
p. 70: Sleeping smartphone
p. 71: An Uncanny Pet. https://vimeo.com/227766441
p. 72: Sentences for simulated app of the smartphone asking to be taken seriously, as a tool
p. 73: Faces for simulated app, the smartphone from happy to angry
p. 74: Testing simulated app
p. 75: CAD drawing for CNC machining
p. 76: Angry Herby
p. 77: Herby
p. 78: Ambivalent Objects 1
p. 79: Ambivalent Object 2
p. 82: Annotated designs [4]. Ambivalent Objects 1
p. 83: Annotated design. Ambivalent Object 2
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p. 84: Annotated design. Herby
p. 85: Annotated design. An Uncanny Pet
p. 89: Workshop with participants
p. 90: Workshop with participants
p. 91: Workshop with participants
p. 93: Display at the Freud Museum
p. 94: Presenting at the Freud Museum
p. 95: Presenting at the Freud Museum
p. 97:  Display at the V&A
p. 98:  Display at the V&A
p. 99:  Display at the V&A
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