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t was in the spring of 2009 that via 
Tineke Hijma of the Tuiszorg Het 
FrieseLand I was asked wether I 

would participate in a European project 
that can help people with limited 
mobility via domotics to be more 
independent at home. Initially, I thought 
that the SM4All (Smart Homes for All) 
project would be more in the medical 
area, but this later appeared to be not 
the case. SM4All is actually about how a 
computer-networked system in a home 
can satisfy specific user wishes that have 
some form of disability without the 
necessity for the person to physically 
act. If I would be living in such a smart 
home and someone would ring the 
doorbell, I could think `now open the 
door’ as an instruction and the 
computer system would capture such 
instruction and effectively open the 
door. The fact that I initially thought of 
a medical project was not un-logical 
since the interview that was performed 
in the following summer was mostly 
about my physical condition and its 
consequences. But the closing question 
was in the computer world, namely: 
``what kind of automation would you 
like to have in your home if you could 
decide?’’ All the interviews have then 
been collected, analyzed and the 
conclusions discussed during a 
workshop in Madrid. For THFL was 
then also Tineke Hijma one of the 
participants.

First day

After the holidays I received a call from 
Johanna Rinsma, the Team-manager of 
Special Services at THFL, who wanted 
to follow up on the interview of 2009 
and discuss the possibilities for me to 
take part in the second phase of the 
project. The time was such that what 
had been researched was now ready to 
be tested. The evaluation would take 
place at the premises of THFL in two 
sessions in different days. I was 
expected to go on November 18th, 2010. 

From the reception area, I had a pretty 
dismal view of proud leftovers of the 
HTS (HogeTechnischeSchool, a 
secondary Dutch technical degree 
awarding institution) with its mighty 
steam engine where I had laid many 
footsteps in the past on my way to the 
Traffic Engineering lectures. A steam 
engine as the symbol of the first 
industrial revolution and so different 
from the computers chips that have 
brought so many changes in the second 
half of the last century in many 
technologies, including things of daily 
use such as cars and washing machines. 

And after the internet hype around the 
turn of the millennium, we perceive the 
revelations of Wiki Leaks as the sign of 
the approach of a new era.The lounge of 
the night-care rooms of THFL was set 
up as a test area where many wires, 
monitors and laptops were ready for me 
and anticipated the entrance of a new 
virtual world. During the test trials the 
nurses Willy van der Brink and Dini 
Sieswerda were present to guide the 
participants, when necessary, to help 
with the translation of instructions from 
English to Dutch as the present 

researchers were Italian and could only 
communicate in English with me.If one 
wants a TV to be turned on in the 
virtual home, for example, it is 
necessary that the computer ``knows’’ 
that one is thinking “now TV,’’ 
otherwise after a while nothing 
happens. Before the system can start, it 
must be first connected to my brain. 
This is done as in the hospital with an 
EEG that can register 
electroencephalographic modulations. 

After an explanation of the test, I got the 
equipment on. I was sitting in front of a 

display with a brown dot in the middle, 
an interface on my head taped over with 
a kind of bathing cap and with 16 
electrodes that were linked to the 
system and a band around the chest just 
under the armpits. The test could begin. 
On the screen all letters and numbers 
appeared and at the top was the word 
'water'. Water could be written by 
counting how often the letter W was in 
the first place while all letters and 
numbers were flashing on the screen 
quite rapidly: it was a question of good 
concentration to stay focused for 
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`scoring’ the right letter. When the right 
letter was identified, the letter stopped 
blinking and the following one would 
need to be identified. Each letter was 
blinking up to 24 times and if one had 
counted it too few times, the letter 
would not be identified. Sometimes, 
after the word was completed, one 
would have to perform a `null’ check 
measurement. One had to concentrate 
on the brown dot in the middle and not 
on the numbers and letters flashing. I 
found it harder than with the letters. By 
the end of the session, I had to think 
some words myself and if they were 
good, they would appear blinking letter 
by letter on the top of the screen thus 
forming my word. When that happened, 
I could be 'disconnected', but first some 
pictures were taken to record where all 
the electrodes had been attached. The 
real end came after an evaluation of my 
impressions of the this first session. 
Having to spend a couple of hours at the 
time so focused and concentrated on one 
thing is quite tiring. I noticed afterwards 
when I just could not remember the 
name of Wolters Taxi, who I call almost 
every week.

Second day

On Friday afternoon of November 19th, 
was my second scheduled session which 
in principle was similar to previous one: 
today I was back on the chair in front of 
a screen, but behind further down the 
wall was a projection on the wall of the 
virtual home. A simple three bedroom 
apartment with entrance, kitchen, 
hallway and two bedrooms. You could 

operate the doors and open and close 
the windows, set on or off the TV and 
air conditioning, and move the curtains 
sideways. However, unlike the previous 
day, there were no more letters on the 
screen, but icons, one for every action 
one could perform in a particular room. 
Also in this second session came the 
``thought capturing cap’’ back onto the 
head and icons were now flickering on 
which one had to focus so that 
commands could be transferred to the 
hard disk of the computer. Now you 
could actually see, if you `scored’ the 
right symbol, things happening in the 
virtual home, for example you would 
see the curtains getting closed. In the last 
part of the session, the setting was such 
that one could give an instructions 
without having to count 24 times, but 10 
were enough, which is of course much 
nicer for the user. Obviously, an 
evaluation took place over the second 
session and over the whole project 
before parting with a handshake.

In simple words

A system for a smart home equipped 
with all the tools that can support 
people with severe limitations in the 
mobility can be very useful to enable 
longer independent living at home while 
controlling it. Of course I am a complete 
novice in these matters, but it seems to 
me that there is still quite a gap for 
moving from this theoretical model 
whose research has shown to work in 
practice to a truly user-friendly version. 
In addition, I can imagine that a client in 
the morning will be dressed of the cap 

by a nurse, not having to do with all 
kinds of wires attached to a computer, 
but rather that the brain stimuli can be 
wirelessly sent to a central point of the 
house if a desired action needs to take 
place. Now, since this three-year SM4All 
project will be completed in the spring 
of 2011, the promotors have a good 
reason to go to 'Brussels' again and to 
ask to make available the necessary 
euros to continue, because the principle 
has been shown successful, but now a 
user friendly solution has to be built.  
Incidentally, I find the question of to 
what extent one should have physical 
restrictions in order to qualify to have 
such a system to be interesting. If you 
have limited hand or foot function, then 
you might be satisfied with a simpler 
version of the smart house, namely one 
that you can control with a joystick or 
with a touch screen.

Hats off

All the respect to THFL as a home care 
organization for having participated in 
this project, because in order to 
participate in a study which includes the 
Universities of Rome, (TU) Vienna and 
Groningen, you have to have a certain 
vision and forward-thinking. This is 
further evidence of the attitude of an 
organization that works day and night 
for its clients as best as it can. Of course, 
things go sometimes different than 
planned. However, a deep gratitude is 
recognized to the women and men that 
at ungodly hours come to my home to 
deliver excellent care.


