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PRELIMINARY  
RESEARCH: 

JOURNALING EXERCISE 

Using questions from Harvard’s Cultural Probe 
Questions, I sent a three part form to eight people. 

They were asked to take the question and “journal.”1
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PUBLIC SPACES: OFFICES
Three respondents photographed and discussed their office space - each one 

was surprisingly similar, despite how they treat their home spaces.

Stephanie ChristoferPatrick
• Young twenty-something marketer

• Works at the office desk daily
• Tidies up throughout the day

• 57 year old manufacturing manager
• Uses office space intermittently

• Keeps everything organized

• Traveling twenty-something freelancer
• Office space is anywhere he goes
• Cleans up before & after he works
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WHAT THEY SAID:

“I like my desk clean... The 
idea is, hide everything 
and keep the desk clear 
of anything considered 

clutter.”

“I [put] things in separate 
drawers, i.e. food items are 
not with the tools, tucked 

away out of sight.”

“I don’t have a ‘traditional’ 
work space - I don’t have 

drawers, cabinets, the 
like. I go anywhere to work 

remotely... any spot with 
room for a laptop, phone, 

and the imperative coffee.”
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SEMI-PRIVATE SPACES
Respondents stated that these following spaces were seen by outsiders, but 

not regularly inhabited by others except themselves and their roommates.

JoJo Sara Z.Elizabeth
“I love how open [the 

kitchen] is because the ability 
to know where everything is 
makes me feel really good.”

“My desk has a lot of 
space, but my room is small 
so I tend to put everything 
on [the top of my desk].”

“There are no containers 
on my coffee table, but 

the drawers hold stuff for 
when guests visit.”
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COMPLETELY PRIVATE SPACES
Some respondents showed the places that outsiders rarely see, exposing the 

true ways people maintain their own spaces.

Blane AjPatrick
“I love plastic containers and 
bins - but I wish I had better 
control over ideas to best 

organize this space.”

“I want to feel energized 
instead of tired looking at 

my disorganization.”

“I really like surface 
space, but I’ve used all the 
surfaces in my room so I’ve 

been using the floor...”
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OBSERVATION 
RESEARCH:             
FIELD VISIT2 After sort of figuring out the direction I wanted 

to go in, I visited an apartment and watched the 
interactions between the user and the space.
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BEFORE I VISITED...
Sara showed signs of discomfort with her ‘mess.’ 
But why? 

• Was it actually messy? 

• Are there ‘standards’ for what messes look like?

• Why is she saying it’s messy?

“Why did you feel nervous when 
I said I was coming over - and 
that I wanted you to keep your 
apartment the way it was?”

“Because I don’t want you to 
judge me. It’s human nature to 
judge others, subconsciously.”

>

>
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APARTMENT VISIT: SARA S.
I visited Sara S.’s apartment and stayed with her for almost two hours, asking questions, taking 
photographs of her apartment, as well as asking her to tidy up while I watched and timed her. 

This in-depth field visit opened my eyes up to how people feel towards their spaces.

Clutter on the floor - wants to see 
everything, but occasionally can trip 

over stuff that’s in the way.

Stacks of notebooks on spare 
table - no organization, just 

piled up and when things are 
needed, everything falls over.

Bedroom is a mess, but the 
door is always closed and 

people do not enter this room 
often, so cleaning is avoided.
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IMPORTANT TAKEAWAYS:
“I think, if I can’t keep my own space neat & clean, it’s something that I’ve failed at - almost 

a reflection of my own character...”

“Your space is a reflection of who you are, it’s an extension of ourselves.”

15
 minutes

time Sara said it’d 
take to “tidy up” the 

apartment.

10
 minutes

how long it actually took 
for her to clean up the 

apartment.

2
 minutes

how long it took to clean 
the dishes that were in 

the sink.

30 
seconds

how long it took to 
restack & organize 

papers on the table.
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REMOTE RESEARCH:            
ONLINE SURVEY3 Left with more questions about people’s emotional 

responses towards their own space(s), I designed 
a quick survey to gain insight on a wide range of 

people.
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94
10
RESPONDENTS

QUESTIONS

40
QUICK NUMBER STATISTICS:

did not have people over in the last week.

44 live with one or two roommates.

15 live alone.

50 say it’ll take less than 30 minutes to clean.
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Someone is about to come over to your place in five minutes.  
Which GIF best describes your reaction?

QUESTIONS ON EMOTIONS:

21 votes 19 votes
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Which one of the GIF’s accurately describes how you feel towards the mess (or cleanliness) 
in your house when people are not over?

QUESTIONS ON EMOTIONS:

35 votes 29 votes
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Do you use 
any storage/

organizational 
methods?

KIND 
OF

Do you agree with 
this statement: “My 
room/living space is 
a reflection of who I 

am.”

35

BAR GRAPHS

YES

36

NO

10

KIND 
OF

32

YES

26

NO

13

Do you consider yourself  
a messy or clean person?

I’M PRETTY CLEAN AND ORGANIZED

29
NOT ORGANIZED, BUT I’M TIDY ENOUGH

32
REAL MESSY, BUT NO BIG DEAL

14
I’M A SLOB (AND I KNOW IT)

5
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INITIAL INSIGHTS:
COMMON THEMES

After examining all the research, there were a few big 
themes that arose with many different people. 4
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LACK OF TIME OR OVERWHELMED

The mess is too big to clean - 
and too time consuming.

There isn’t time to tidy up, no 
matter how small the mess is.

People think there’s too much to do in a 
certain time slot or that it would take longer 

than they want it to.
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HIGH PERSONAL MESS LEVELS
PUBLIC     SPACE

PRIVATE     SPACE

NEAT MESSY

Office Spaces

Kitchens/Dining 
Areas

Bedrooms

Backpacks/Bags

Multi-Use 
Bedrooms 
(Dorms)

Cars

Overall, spaces 
that are more 

publicly seen or 
used tend to be 

cleaner.
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EMOTIONAL RESPONSES

tired
annoyed

frustrated
anxious

overwhelmed
stressed

avoidance

FEELINGS TOWARDS 
A MESSY SPACE

FEELINGS TOWARDS 
A CLEAN SPACE

relieved
energized
organized
confident

productive
comfortable

calm
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VISIBILITY VERSUS STORAGE

Most of the interviewees stated that they 
preferred being able to see everything they 

own/use, but didn’t like the visible mess.

“I love plastic containers 
[that are see through] and 

bins.” 

“I really like surface space, 
but I’ve run out and use the 

floor.”
–– Patrick ––  Blane
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WEEKLY VISITORS & MESS
WEDNESDAYTUESDAYMONDAYSUNDAY FRIDAYTHURSDAY SATURDAY

18
PEOPLE OVER

18
PEOPLE OVER

15
PEOPLE OVER

13
PEOPLE OVER

10
PEOPLE OVER

32
PEOPLE OVER

25
PEOPLE OVER

5
SAID THEIR 

PLACE WAS A 
“HOT MESS”

4
SAID THEIR 

PLACE WAS A 
“HOT MESS”

NO VISITORS AT ALL

39
DID NOT HAVE 

GUESTS

28
HAD MODERATE 
LEVEL MESSES

7
SAID THEIR 
PLACE WAS 

QUITE CLEAN

8
SAID THEIR 
PLACE WAS 

MODERATELY 
CLEAN

THE CLEANEST DAYS THE MESSIEST DAYS

NEUTRAL 
AMOUNT OF 
MESSINESS

NEUTRAL 
AMOUNT OF 
MESSINESS

NEUTRAL 
AMOUNT OF 
MESSINESS
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OPPORTUNITIES:
POTENTIAL DESIGNS

Discovering that people have messier private spaces 
& mainly feel negative emotions when outsiders see 

them, there are some opportunities for design.5



27

ORGANIZATION CAN BE VISIBLE...

How might we bring more space to 
organize to avoid using places like the 
floor that is visible and easy to access?
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IT ISN’T AS TIME CONSUMING...

What if people knew that it may only take 
fifteen minutes to tidy up, eliminating 

negative time pressure that doesn’t exist. 
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EMOTIONS LEADING TO ORDER...

How might we encourage people 
to care enough about their messes/

disorganization to actively maintain order?
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RAPID IDEA SKETCHING:
BRAINSTORMING IDEAS

Immediately jumping into creating a product, service, 
or interface, I sketched fifteen ideas that I thought 

best answered my big design question.1
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RAPID SKETCHES OF IDEAS
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FOUR IDEA CONCEPTS:
NARROWING DOWN

Looking at all fifteen sketches, I found four that had 
potential, or had something unique about them. I 

cleaned up the sketches and got them ready to be 
tested out on people.2
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FOUR NARROWED DOWN IDEAS
clear plastic so you can 

see all the items

all shelf pieces can 
flatten into the base

flattens so it can be out of 
the way when not in use or 

when traveling

overall unit helps with 
storage, adding extra 

shelving in small spaces, and 
compact when not in use.

Bigger than top two shelves 
so they can fit inside.

semi-transparent boxes hold 
1x1 shelves or hold extra 

items to be hidden

beveled, 
slightly raised 

strips of 
magnets to 

hold shelf units

optional 
semi-transper
ent doors can 

be used to 
hide stuff

v

each shelf unit 
has attracting 
magnets to be 

on the wall

Full wall in a house – an in-house 
installation

types of shelf units:

Full wall shelf unit that is magnetically based, including drawers if 
items want to be hidden and stored away if other people are going 
to enter the space. The varying shapes and sizes of the shelves help 

to hold different sized items and organizing in general.

ID’ed item is placed in 
it’s proper location

vacuum continues vacuuming the entire time, 
only stopping to pick up items in the way

*if the item has an ID tag (usually 
a sticker) the vacuum will move 

to the location where the 
matching ID tag is and place it 

there.

One large basket, but there is a divider – 
one for items with marked tags, the other 

for unrecognizable items.

mechanical arm extends 
and bends to pick up 
items seen in the way

when the sensor sees an item, it 
reaches out to pick it up

claw places the 
item in the basket

Time to sort these files!

Tips on where
 to put my 
documents

I’ll sort myself 
for 5 minutes

Whoa! Too many tabs!

Close (& save)
 all tabs

Show me a 
list of all tabs 

Time to clean your inbox!

Automatically 
delete

Sort emails 
myself



37

PROTOTYPE TESTING:
THE FOUR IDEAS 

After getting the four ideas onto paper, I brought 
them to usertesting.com to see how people would 

respond. The results guided me elsewhere.3
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THE PROMPTS:
“For this, you will be looking at four different 

projects revolving around solving a problem with 
organization. I have done a research project focused 
on how to help people reduce messes and provide 
solutions to keep their personal space cleaner and 

potentially encourage organization.”

Looking at the project, 
what works?  

What aspects don’t?
Would you use this?  

Why or why not?
Is there a need for this 

product, despite if you like 
it or not? Please explain.

MAIN QUESTIONS ASKED FOR EACH PROJECT:
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Time to sort these files!

Tips on where
 to put my 
documents

I’ll sort myself 
for 5 minutes

Whoa! Too many tabs!

Close (& save)
 all tabs

Show me a 
list of all tabs 

Time to clean your inbox!

Automatically 
delete

Sort emails 
myself

WHAT THEY SAID:

“Having a button that 
involves commitment 
is scary [“automatically 

delete”] and there needs 
to be additional pop ups 

or protocol to prevent 
accidental deletion.”

“The timer for cleaning 
up your desktop is really 
helpful and 5 minutes is 
almost too short for a 

TV show or to do more 
timely tasks, so that small 
buffer to clean is smart.”

“Some sort of reminder 
to “cleanup” or organize 

is really nice, being 
pestered usually gets me 
to actively do something 

about it.”

All of the usertesting.com users rejected three of four ideas, and with this particular one, found it to be the 
best of the four. However, it was still not good enough, but key points actually inspired the final design.
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WHAT I LEARNED:

People like  
reminders

Short time periods 
to clean is better

Tips and tricks  
are helpful

Simplicity > complexity

Like being guided  
through things

One task is better 
than many tasks
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THE NEW DESIGN NEEDED TO:

Show the user that their 
effort to clean is effective 

with some sort of evidence.

Bring positivity to the user 
via some sort of reward or 
encouragement, helping 

mood, happiness, and health.

Have a platform that 
subconsciously changes 

habits, making them more 
organized & clean.

BEFORE AFTER 
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TECH & TRENDS:
WHAT’S OUT THERE?4 Following my brainstorming of a new idea after all my 

four ideas being rejected, I went online to find what  
information existed that could benefit the new design. 

This research helped my quick revised sketch.
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PHOTO DETECTION SOFTWARES?
A study on image processing analyzed detection softwares and if the changes were successfully identified.    

“The goal of a change 
detection algorithm is to 

detect “significant”changes 
while rejecting 

“unimportant” ones.”

Research proved that change between photos can be detected.
But an algorithm is needed to ween out unimportant changes. 

*Moving a pile of paper on a desk isn’t “cleaning,” so the software needs to know that.

“ [Needs to] identify the 
set of pixels that are 

“significantly different” 
between the last image of the 
sequence and the previous.”

Source: (Radke, 2005)
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HEALTH & CLEANING:
Multiple studies state that cleaning has a positive effect on both physical and mental 

health, making this app – the constant reminders and encouragement, as well as 
having it be like a “game” –   can direct people to a healthier life.

“The strongest evidence 
suggests that physical 

activity alleviate symptoms 
associated with mild to 
moderate depression.” 

“The evidence also suggests 
that [exercise can] improve 
self-image, social skills, and 
cognitive functioning; reduce 
the symptoms of anxiety.”

“[Study] reported a 19% 
reduction of risk of all-cause 

mortality attributable to 
[intense] domestic physical 

activity”
Source: (Taylor, 1985) Source: (Murphy, 2003)Source: (Taylor, 1985)
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CAN AN APP WORK?
It is critical that an app being the design in which I solve my design problem, so I 

researched articles on ways apps (self-reporting) can work. Despite this app not being 
the most visually effective, aspects of the app worked well and I used them in mine.

“Displaying 
the activity and 

checking off 
when done was 

well-liked.”

Having tips 
here helps 
users find 

alternative 
solutions to 
achieving 

goals.

(Hebden, 2012)

Source: (Hebden, 2012)
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SECOND USER TESTING:
THREE POTENTIAL USERS

Having a solid wireframe to work with, I put the 
Sharpie scraps of paper in front of people and let 
them guide the sessions to get thorough advice.5
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THE NEW IDEA:
An app where users take photographs of 
their messy space, set a short timer (5-20 

minutes), then photograph it afterwards – a 
before/after comparison effect. 

The app rewards the user based on the 
evident changes and improvements from 

the photo comparisons, and rewards can be 
in-app prizes or of monetary value.

Reminders are often and scheduled to make 
users aware and clean on a regular basis 

rather than procrastinate.
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QUICK BRAINSTORMING CHAT:
I chatted with Kat to have her provide quick feedback on my initial 
app wireframe layout. She mentioned a few important key things.

Kat

“The rewards idea is great! 
What if you stick to a 

regular schedule, you get 
more points, which is even 

more motivational?”

“I like the force to open 
app feature because I’ll 
actually do something, 

but I don’t know how many 
people would like it...”

“I love the 10 -15 minute 
timer because that’s enough 

time to clean up a bit.”

“All the ‘extra’ stuff you 
have, maybe make them 

add-on options?”

“Before you show this to more people,  
make the screens clearer!”
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REVISED APP:
Descriptions of what certain things meant 
were added, helping fill in the blanks.

More detailed information on sub-section 
pages/screens were added, which wasn’t 
there in the earlier version.

Order of pages were moved around in a 
logical, effective pattern.

“* If you do not use the app in x days, 
the phone stops and forces you to 

open the app [and clean]”

*Still in paper form.
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ANOTHER TESTING SESSION:
After Kat told me to clean up the app, I gave it to more people. The responses were better due to wording.

“Be sure to have good 
security measures with 

the photos because they 
might have images of 
personal information.”

“I like lists. Can you put 
a checklist in there too?”

“If there’s a ‘remind me 
to clean in X days’ after 
cleaning, that’d be really 

nice!”

Patrick

“Add a music part to 
the before cleaning? 
And the checklist.”

Martha
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FINAL TESTING SESSION:
Three people shows there’s a pattern, so I met with Danielle to have one final conversation. Danielle 

provided the most effective information when I instructed her to move things around.

“What if it was a 
helpful app, like a 

game rather than just  
before/after photos?”

“Rewards don’t have 
to be monetary. It 
can be coins for ‘in-

game’ prizes.”

“After a while it can 
suggest areas to 

clean or organize?”

“Make it about encouragement 
& positive motivation!”

Danielle
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FINAL DESIGN CONCEPT:
THE NEW LOOK

After Patrick, Martha, and Danielle gave me some 
very helpful suggestions, I altered the design a bit 

more to reflect those changes through a wireframe.6
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CLEANING 
HISTORY

TIPS AND 
ARTICLES

MY  
REWARDS

MY TO-DO 
LISTS

START 
CLEANING



PHOTO-TAKING TIPS:
• Don’t tidy up – take the photo!
• Be sure to take photo straight on
• Tip #3
• Tip #4


(click the camera icon to take your photo)

LET’S CLEAN!

 

(click image to retake photograph)

 




 MINUTES10

Home Page Start Cleaning After Taking Photo
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CLEANING TIPS:
• Tip #1
• Tip #2
• Tip #3
• Tip #4

 

Timer Page End Cleaning Page Compare Photos Page

9:30
Positive motivational statement 

here! (changes every minute)

          

minutes left


(click the camera icon to take your photo)

 

0:00
minutes left

TAKE YOUR AFTER PHOTO!

 
COMPARING PHOTOS...
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Results Page Rewards Page Review Page

30%
cleaner!

 

300 points.

REWARD #1
Description of reward

 
CHANGES ARE CIRCLED:

VIEW MY 
REWARDS

CLEANING 
REVIEW

MORE    
TIPS


$5

$10
REWARD #2
Description of reward

$15REWARD #2
Description of reward

3,500 POINTS = $5


LIST OF CHANGES:
• Change #1
• Change #2
• Change #3

MARK OFF 
TO-DO LIST

FIX ANY 
ERRORS

(can be replaced with in-app rewards)
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THE NEXT STEPS:
ADDITIONAL CHANGES

Despite the last chapter having the “updated version” 
of my app, there is always room for improvement. The 

following would be beneficial change, as well as  continued 
research to improve the design.7
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NEED TO LEARN...
From the second and third rounds of in-person testing, a lot of the comments made are valid design flaws, 

but the following is needed to improve the app more.

Test out Danielle’s suggestion 
of gameifying the app (if 

changing design further) – will 
it be more effective than just 

photo stills of the spaces?

Financially, how would 
monetary value rewards 
work? Or would people 

be satisfied with “in-app” 
rewards?

Testing again, how would 
people like a lists add-on? 
Would that actually be used 

or just wasted space?

Find out how the layout can 
be aesthetically designed 
so the user is even more 

engaged or attracted to the 
visuals.

If the design is to be 
drastically change from 

Danielle’s suggestions, the 
testing done in a different 

format? What kind?

Do long-term testing to see 
if people will use the app 

longer than just a few weeks 
– prevent deletion because 

it’s not effective.
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MORETHE APPENDIX
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TECH & TRENDS REPORT:
Cowan, L. T., Wagenen, S. A., Brown, B. A., Hedin, R. J., Seino-Stephan, Y., Hall, P. C., & West, J. H. (2013). Apps of Steel: Are Exercise Apps Providing Con-
sumers With Realistic Expectations? [Abstract]. Health Education & Behavior, 40(2), 133-139. doi:10.1177/1090198112452126

In this abstract, they highlight a key statement about creating an effective app that ultimately changes behavior. “There is an opportunity for 
health and behavior change experts to partner with app developers to incorporate behavior change theories into the development of apps.” Cur-
rent health apps lack in strong behavior theory effectiveness, so for my app, I should include psychologists and behavior change theories in the 
design.

Edwards EA, Lumsden J, Rivas C, et al. Gamification for health promotion: systematic review of behaviour change techniques in smartphone apps, BMJ Open 
2016;6:e012447. doi: 10.1136/bmjopen-2016-012447

This study evaluated gamification health apps and if they affected people more than non-gamification apps, and despite the study still having mul-
tiple unanswered questions, they noted that there were strong responses to the uniqueness of those kinds of apps. In regards to a cleaning app, 
making a “game” of it could encourage users to participate more, thus improving the user’s living space(s) cleanliness and the user’s overall men-
tal health.

Hebden, L., Cook, A., Van der Ploeg, H. P., & Allman-Farrinelli, M. (2012). Development of Smartphone Applications for Nutrition and Physical Activity Behav-
ior Change. JMIR Research Protocols, 1(2). Retrieved April 28, 2017, from http://www.researchprotocols.org/article/view/resprot_v1i2e9/1#References

This article, despite the graphics of the tested app being very poor, did discuss key points about how apps designed around changing behavior 
and recording such changes. In the study, one user stated, “Application could be designed to reward/monitor good behaviors only...” which my 
own app would do. Also, the screenshots of the app having tips on certain pages and showing graphs/visuals seemed to win people over, so in-
corporating those things into my design would be effective.

Murphy, M. H., Donnelly, P., Breslin, G., Shibli, S., & Nevill, A. M. (2013). Does doing housework keep you healthy? The contribution of domestic physical activi-
ty to meeting current recommendations for health. BMC Public Health,13(1). doi:10.1186/1471-2458-13-966

This study was included in Weber’s article, a detailed analysis of the performed study. 

“A total of 1989 respondents (42%) were found to meet the current guidelines of 150 minutes of moderate to vigorous physical activity per 
week. In this group domestic physical activity accounts for between 11 and 73% of their reported moderate to vigorous physical activity. Of 
the 1989 respondents who meet the guidelines 1321 (66.4%) report at least 10 minutes or more of domestic physical activity per week”
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Above states that those who do exercise the 150 hours and did at least 10 minutes of housework were healthier and they accounted 11% - 73% of 
that 10+ minutes qualified as moderate to vigorous physical activity.

Radke, R., Andra, S., R Al-Kofah, O., & Roysam, B. (2005). Image Change Detection Algorithms: A Systematic Survey. IEEE Transactions on Image Processing, 
14(3). Retrieved April 20, 2017, from http://msol.people.uic.edu/ECE531/papers/Image%20Change%20Detection%20Algorithms-%20Survey.pdf

The three researchers focused on mainly security-based methods of image detection and finding where in the image(s) there were movements or 
alterations. However, the 2005 research stated that, while the software did detect almost all changes in an example provided, there’s a lack of de-
ciding and detecting which changes are important or not important. This flaw affects the design of the potential app design because the software 
needs to know what changes ARE positive/good, not just the fact that something was moved.

Taylor, C. B., Sallis, J. F., & Needle, R. (1985). The relation of physical activity and exercise to mental health. Public Health Reports, 100(2), 195–202.
Even though this is an article about intense exercise improving mental health, cleaning can get your heart rate up. This article states that “physical 
activity and exercise probably alleviate some symptoms associated with mild to moderate depression,” which is extremely important for this app 
design. As my focus is on people’s emotional response to their messes/cleanliness, motivating them to get up with an app that tries to be a part 
of your weekly/daily routine can help exercise and reduce negative emotions.

Weber, B. (2013, October 18). “How healthy is housework?.” Medical News Today. Retrieved from http://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/267627.php.
Doing regular housework, as analyzed in this article, is not sufficient enough to meet exercise standards, but it does contribute to the concept of 
encouraging people to move, as “most people are sedentary and any way to get people moving is helpful.”  Also, “another study [...] reported a 
19% reduction of risk of all-cause mortality attributable to domestic physical activity,” which makes moving around to clean is helpful for health 
For this app, the constant perstering to move and tidy up for even 10 minutes may encourage users to continue exercising through the day/week, 
and overall gets people moving.


