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We’ve been 
here before - an 
emerging conflict 
between RFID and 
consumers makes 
big news. But before 
it becomes more 
confrontational, 
can we take a 
different approach? 

Gill Wildman from 
the innovation 
consultancy 
Plot, sees the 
development new 
technology as 
stuck in the minds 
of those who are 
producing it, not 
in the desires of 
consumers or users. 

Plot believe that we 
could use RFID in 
situations where 
everyone wins and 
avoid expensive 
public mistakes 
that damage 
reputations and 
brands. 

Current pilots using 
RFID appear to be 
merely technology push 
– sadly, not innovation 
driven development 
– missing new business 
opportunities in products 
and services that delight 
staff and customers

The majority of 
investment in RFID 
pilots is in supply chain 
management. This is no 
accident, but merely an 
extension of how it has 
been used in the past 
by different industry 
sectors as they discovered 
more about what it can 
do for automating the 
identification of goods in 
transit. 

Many technologies 
remain hidden from most 
consumers or users for 
years. The original use for 
computers was as number 
crunching machines, and 
it was only in the 1970’s 
that they came out of the 
backroom and started to 

become a tool for doing 
work-like things. 
The same is happening 
with RFID. 

To most consumers the 
existence of RFID enabled 
systems actually means 
very little. They have no 
interest in what is tracked 
and how it is done when 
it is backstage, and its 
use is hidden within the 
movement of crates, 
pallets and packaging - 
the value is only apparent 
to the companies using it. 

When it’s use is made 
visible as has been the 
case recently, and when 
it seems that it may be 
people themselves rather 
than goods being tracked, 
or more importantly able 
to be tracked, perceptions 
of intrusion and the fears 
that perception brings 
begin.

Whether the fears 
are right or wrong, 
perceptions are strong 

It’s not just 
a barcode!
why the rush for RFID 
in supply chains applications is 
simply not enough
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enough to create anything 
from avoidance to 
backlash. The limitation of 
RFID to applications that 
are not creating visible 
value for consumers holds 
everyone back.

Why users feel RFID is 
potentially intrusive 
— where it has worked, 
where it has not, and why 

Europeans have a 
particular notion of how 
important we consider 
our privacy to be. This 
is highlighted in the EU 
Working Paper 105 on 
Data protection issues 
related to RFID technology, 
which identifies two main 
concerns about what the 
use of RFID reveals about 
them —
• that the data may be    
   triangulated, and
• that conclusions 
   marketing people 
   might come to from 
   the collected data are 
   unwarranted

This generation has 
absorbed JF Kennedy’s 
consumer rights to 
choose, to be informed, 
to be heard and to safety. 
Consumers now are vocal 
about their objections 
through open protest, 
or more worrying for 
business they simply walk 
away.

Reactions to the use of 
RFID are complex and are 
often surprising. 

Prada’s New York 
flagship store used 
RFID as a key part of the 
customer experience 
and along with the use 
of other technologies 
this caused resulted in 
much excitement. But, 
according to Susan Reda 
from  Stores.org, it failed 
to anticipate the reactions 
of customers – that they 
did not want their sizes to 
be visible to all staff using 
a reader. 

The earlier we can 
identify the human issues 
around the use of RFID, 
the cheaper in the long 
run, and the greater the 
chance of creating real 
value that drives the 
adoption, rather than 
adopting the position 
that they will ‘just come 
around’.

The history of technology 
development only needs 
a cursory glance to 
identify ‘unidentified 
consequences’ – either 
in the impact of the 
technology, or in the 
reactions to it. As a result 
we have a history of initial 
avoidance: from early 
19th century Luddites, 
to objectors to nuclear 
power, biotechnology 
and genetically modified 
foods in the late 20th 
century. There is a patter 
here: consumer avoidance 
precedes eventual 
technology adoption. 

That is much simplified, 
but resistance is a crucial 
stage in the process 
of creating social and 
technological change, 
where users adapt the 
technology to meet real 
human needs. 

We have many different 
viewpoints about this 
resistance, calling it 
irrational opposition, or 
heroic defiance. The reality 
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is that, if respectfully 
observed, resistance 
is a hugely valuable 
contributor to new 
technology development.
If we can engage actively 
with perceptions and 
fears we have a chance to 
avoid the mistakes of the 
past. RFID can be used to 
create whole new layers of 
people-facing services and 
products. 

How a wider perspective 
of the business is possible 
and required 
RFID as the first example 
of ubiquitous computing 
has far greater potential 
than just automating 
systems, and indeed 
in just tracking things. 
Bringing RFID into a 
visible, value-creating 
context can create new 
business opportunities. 

Disasters in e-commerce 
have already shown us 
that the automation of 
business processes that 
come into contact with 
customers does not imply 
more effective or efficient 
relationships.

Our perspective is that 
what’s good for people 
is good for business – it 
simply needs designing 
right for the people 
purchasing and using the 
goods, the people with the 
business idea, the people 
in the value chain, and the 
people expecting a return 
on their investment

We could approach any 
RFID application from 3 
directions – the business 
needs, the technology 
constraints, and the user 
needs. For example we 
have developed scenarios 
to answer the following 
questions: 

• Could we find a way to 
keep teachers and parents 
in closer contact and 
support parent and child 
relationships? 

• Could RFID be used 
to help consumers find 
it easier to understand 
different nutrition labeling 
systems and translate 
what ‘the system says’ 
into what they buy and 
what they  eat.

• Could RFID help relieve 
commuter stress and ease 
congestion by delivering 
the right information at 
the right time?

• Could we create RFID 
based systems and 
services that support 
compliance for our 
independent elderly 
population?

What you can do to create 
a balance between the 
business needs and create 
value for the consumers 
and users of your goods.

Two of the methods we 
use in our consultancy 
will help create insights 
into understanding what 
works and what doesn’t 
work for people in any 
new application of RFID. 

Both have a significant 
role in making the 
technology achieve the 
business needs whilst 
attracting adoption 
because they make sure it 
works for people.

The first is to involve 
end users in the process 
of developing RFID 
applications. It works at 
different points in the 
development process 
– finding out what the 
problems are before you 
start, and at points when 
you have something to 
show for your ideas and 
development during the 
process.

The second is to use 
various methods of 
prototyping to learn 
where the problems 
are before you go too 
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far in developing your 
applications. Prototyping 
doesn’t just mean 
working models, but can 
be simulations of services 
and products before they 
are made into physical 
things. These prototypes 
can be ‘tested’ with real 
people, any problems 
can be identified early, 
including some of the 
unintended consequences 
and ironed out with 
improved solutions.

Plot’s perspective comes 
from working with 
companies using RFID, 
emerging technology 
start-ups, and designers 
who are intrigued in 
the potential of this 
technology in their work. 

We recently ran a 
workshop with designers 
who within 30 minutes 
grasped the potential 
of the technology, and 
arrived at a series of 
application ideas in a 
GP surgery. In a recent 
collaboration with 
the Design Business 
Association and Helen 
Hamlyn Research Centre 
we designed a concept 
RFID based solution for 
blind people that made 
their surroundings visible. 
This solution we found 
could be easily developed 
for different customer 
groups based on the same 
premise.

Exploring the technology 
constraints in conjunction 
with other technologies 
can also enable the start 
of ideas about human-
centred applications 
that are more than just 
tagging.  As Nokia’s 
Gerhard Roher says 
“Today, RFID tags tend to 
be mobile and readers are 
stationary, but things get 
really interesting when 
you turn that around and 
make the tags stationary 
and the readers mobile.” 

The possibilities are 
huge, only limited by 
our imagination and the 
finance to experiment. 
After all, RFID is in the 
same situation that 
computers were in the 
1950’s – basic, feasible, 
but a long way from the 
sophisticated tool used to 
put this article together.

It is completely possible 
to use RFID alongside 
other technologies to 
create unique viable 

business opportunities 
that are feasible for the 
technology, and desired 
by people, who then tell 
their friends. We would 
recommend three simple 
starting points:

• Create a development 
process that clearly 
identifies the 3 
different perspectives 
– the business needs, the 
technology feasibility and 
the consumer desires - 
creating a balance.

• Bring your users into 
the development process 
gives you unique insights 
into what works, and 
helps you avoid expensive 
changes at later stages.

• Use creative people 
with your teams to 
envisage a range of 
possible futures and 
opportunities that extend 
your understanding about 
what this technology can 
achieve for you.

Plot organise and run 
seminars on user-centred 
innovation using RFID and 
design. You can contact us 
at www.plotsite.net.
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