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Latest Electronic Lifestyles® Trends
What Architects Need to Know About What's Now and What's Next

by Ron Goldberg

Technology was once an afterthought for the architect, but today's electronic lifestyles have made the modern
building a veritable nerve center of information and entertainment technology. Residential systems such as
structured networks, dedicated theater rooms, and distributed media are no longer exotic but increasingly
expected. For today's architect, fluency with these new possibilities has become a critical, if not mandatory,
talent.

Fortunately, the providers of these technologies have become highly attuned to the aesthetic sensibilities of the
modern homeowner and to the particular needs of architects and interior designers. The Custom Electronic
Design & Installation Association (CEDIA) has observed that some of the latest trends in Electronic Lifestyles®

[CEDIA's trademarked products, services, programs, and events] clearly point to this new harmony through
technology that finally is  genuinely integrated into the spaces where people live, work, and interact.

Home control and automation
Considering the number of remote controls in a typical household, it's surprising how few home devices have been remote
controllable, at least until now. Thanks to several emerging technologies, virtually any electronic device, appliance, or system in
the home can now become a "node" on the home's network and controlled from anywhere in the house or even from a distant
location via the Internet. Several new technologies are the enablers, using both established standards like Web Services for
Devices and new lightweight radio frequency (RF) wireless protocols. The opportunity here is the ability to offer unified home
control from anywhere, even over aspects of the home that wouldn't ordinarily be considered remote-controllable.

Intelligent energy management
Going "green" is on everyone's mind, and a new generation of simple devices are radically changing residential energy
management. For example, daylight and motion sensors are now inexpensive and accessible and can work in concert with other
networked devices throughout the home. This enables residents to tailor automated energy management to extremely precise
levels, with lighting and HVAC able to adjust themselves in real time to changing environmental conditions. This trend also opens
up new possibilities for the architect. For example, architectural design can now use natural light much more freely, without the
attendant concerns over its effect on climate and energy consumption.

Distributed entertainment
While the concept of the dedicated media room is growing in popularity, so is the trend toward ubiquitous entertainment access
throughout the home. While traditional wired systems still offer the most robust performance for multiroom audio and (especially)
video, new technologies derived from the popular Wi-Fi protocol used in PCs can now wirelessly deliver both audio and video to or
from any room in the home. The best choice between wired and wireless media distribution depends on many factors, but be
aware that wireless signals can have both additive and subtractive effects in a typical residential space. Too many wireless devices
mean both greater chance of interference and a lesser chance of adequate data flow for seamless audio and video.

Lighting control
What is likely the most familiar technology to the architect is laughably primitive in most households, which typically provide only
manual switching and dimming for lighting control. Because it is so key to the home environment, lighting control is now a central
application in most of the new solutions for home automation and energy management. Wireless lighting control is a particularly
prevalent trend, thanks to in-wall controls with built-in RF communications and inexpensive add-on modules for standalone lights.
Now that lighting control is simple and accessible, it becomes a powerful new offering from the architect and allows more creativity
in designing spaces.

Home theater
Of course everyone wants a home theater, preferably one with full surround sound and a flat screen. Because the hardware has
become increasingly friendly from an integration standpoint, architects are now freer to integrate media playback in spaces where
it could not have worked before. In particular, a slew of new mounting technologies for flat-panel video displays have created
many useful possibilities. Because these new mounts can tilt and articulate in virtually any direction, the screen can now serve
more than one area of the room or even adjacent rooms. Architects and interior designers are no longer constrained by old ideas
of the "viewing angle," the "long wall," and fixed audience positions.

While architects need to be aware of these important market trends, it's important to also know that residential technologies
move at breakneck speed. The time span between blueprints and construction may present any number of new possibilities, so



choose with care and foresight and make sure you work with an electronic systems contractor partner in the beginning of the
project.

This article was provided by the Custom Electronic Design & Installation Association (CEDIA), an AIA
Cornerstone Partner. 

Ron Goldberg is president of Convey Technologies, a consultancy and development agency focused on
information solutions for the consumer electronics industries, and is a CEDIA member and Industry Outreach
volunteer.
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