
part three: back home bar
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ordering: 
coaster 
system

The activity calendar started it... 
 Based off of the activity calendar, I knew I had to develop a 

way to notify customers who is participating in the event of the day. 

Starting with analog methods like paper or cards, I knew it’d be less 

interesting and unique, along with being less visible. 

 Back Home Bar has custom-made coasters that signal to 
customers who is (or isn’t) participating in the activity. For my 

target demographic, this eliminates the awkward discomfort of 

asking strangers if they’re available or looking for a participant.
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 I learned through conversations with bartenders and servers 

that there’s stark miscommunication issues between customers and 

the employees. No one’s to blame -- except the old system.

Coaster: social activity signal
 We can be awkward or uneasy talking to strangers! This isn’t 

new information. My research showed how much people wanted 

different activities (hence the weekly calendar!) but almost all of 

them indicated how they will be more inclined to participate with 

friends rather than strangers. When asked why, they claimed how 

approaching strangers seems intrusive, especially interrupting 

someone who may not even be participating in the activity.

// 

 Going off of a (mainly) college-related party “theme,” as Urban 

Dictionary (I know, not an actual dictionary, but ‘traffic light party’ is 

a social concept) defines it simply (there are variations, of course), it’s 

“a party/dance where colors show your availability [or intents for the 

night]. Red = Taken, Yellow = Undecided [or not particularly looking], 

Green = Single” (“’Traffic Light,” 2008). The colored cups that drinks 

are served in are based off of those three categories. With this very 

visual concept, people can understand the intents of the colors and 

-- most importantly -- the meaning.  

 This simple cup identification concept makes perfect sense 

for indicating whether or not someone is participating.  However, 

using different colored glasses aren’t ideal in the bar. People should 

have the freedom to say they aren’t participating anymore, or 

spontaneously change their mind and want to participate. This is 

why the electronic coaster was made.

Coaster: visual for servers
 Servers are human! We all make mistakes. However, 

customers don’t always recognize that, and can get impatient, 

testy or upset if a server potentially (accidentally) neglects them, 

walks by, or doesn’t notice if they need assistance. Using a way 

to indicate that someone is seeking some help, I thought a subtle 

second light in the coaster would assist servers. As servers scan 

the room, they can easily see the server-designated colored light 

and work their way over to that specific area.

chat: actors of video
 As I was setting up with my actors for my 

second thesis video (find it on page 118), they 

had the opportunity to disclose their input 

of the coasters. Both of them entrepreneurs, 

Dave and Nick were eager to share their 

thoughts. Dave blatantly said, “you know I tell the truth; I say how 

I feel about projects. I just want to tell you, this idea... It’s brilliant. 

I’d go [to Back Home Bar] and happily participate.” Nick chimed 

in, supporting Dave’s claims, “I agree! It’s so simple yet effective. 

Plus the added feature of the drink indent will help those who may 

have had a few too many!” The two laughed and, took a sip of 

their (free) beer, and we filmed.
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Initial sketches in notebook
 After I decided on the concept, I  sketched very simple, basic 

ideas for the coaster’s body, keeping in mind thickness because of 

the technology that will be integrated with the coaster.

 Ranging from simple to a bit more “out-there,” I tried to make 

some unique, yet recognizable as coasters. Below are some quick 

drawings from my travel notebook:
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Making a decision...
 I went online and made lots of search queries regarding the 

puzzle piece symbol (an option I seriously considered for the coaster 

design) and found lots of controversy over the symbol being used 

to represent the overall community. Some people believed it was 

inclusive and supported a more positive viewpoint, however, there 

seemed to be more anti-puzzle piece, as many thought it was 

trying to indicate “normalcy.” People didn’t want to be seen as 

trying to fit in with able-bodied folks, which is very similar to the d/

Deaf community parallel I made in “part one: disability - what’s the 

definition?” on pages 17-19. 

 Sadly, communities within the disability umbrella, tend to hold 

strong, firm beliefs regarding how they identify and how others 

should identify. It gets political, controversial, and often harmful 

(mainly emotionally distressing). So I made the concious choice not 

to use an icon I personally thought would be innovative and inclusive. 

Instead, the hexagonal design seemed to convey a similar concept 
-- groups of people gathering together can “link” the hexagons 
together similar to a honeycomb visual. This subtly, with my design 

thinking and intent, refers to the unity, connection, and growth Back 

Home Bar strives for using a coaster for activities.

//

 Once I began making very low-density, quick prototypes, I 

showed them to several designers within my graduating class for 

feedback. Utilizing designers was crucial, as they understand user 

experience and what’s most effective.
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A rapid foam prototype
 I took simple foam board, cut it up, and made three simple, 

low density examples of the hexagonal coaster design. It simply 

conveys the message of how the coaster will look in its final form. 

To demonstrate lights, I used sticky notes, colored them with two 

different colors, and placed them on the top surface of the coaster. 

This is how I presented the coaster in my second thesis video, as a 

simple way to convey the overall message.

//

 The coaster design was then presented to several peers for 

critique. I asked two major questions: 1) where should the lights be 

placed on the coaster and 2) where should the buttons be and what 

style/type?

 As I began the conversations, I learned much more than I ever 

expected. In fact, their feedback changed many components of the 

coaster. The overall design is the same (the shape and two functions) 

but there are added aspects making it much more effective for a 

real-life scenario, rather than simply being a coaster with lights.

 Ideally, the final physical coaster prototype would be similar 

to the SolidWorks part I create, however, due to time constraints, 

practicality, and cost, I will present a simpler version during my thesis 

show on May 10th. 

 (Above: foam board coaster mockups, ready to be drawn on 

by design peers in order to figure out location(s) of the buttons 

and lights.)

//

 I am fully aware of this coaster being an evolutionary 

process. It isn’t done, but i intend to improve it as time goes 

by. This coaster is the “hub” of Back Home Bar, and needs to 

accurately encompass the mood and setting of my bar.
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research: designers + coaster

       Using my industrial design peers, I handed 

  out Sharpies and markers of various colors  

  for them to draw out two major things: 1) the  

  location of the buttons 2) where lights should go/

how many, etc. Doing this helped me make a conclusive decision 

on placement of all components onto the coaster for the final 3D 

printing model for May 10th.

Claire + Brittany:

 Claire (in the jean shirt) actually hadn’t heard an update 

on my thesis for a few months, so she came in “blind.” An 

outsiders perspective helped greatly. They both mentioned some 

unexpected ideas.
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 They doodled on the coasters provided and 

visually gave fantastic insights from a design 

point of view.

 Putting text on the 

bottom has multiple 

benefits: 1) It can be a way 

for servers to know if a table 

is free (if the coasters are 

upside down, the table is 

free) 2) users now physically 

learn the purpose of the 

coaster.

Ellie:

 After conversing with Claire + Brittany, I asked Ellie, another 

5th year, to provide some feedback. He seconded Claire + Brittany’s 

suggestions and ideas. He also gave great suggestions for further 

prototyping post the May deadline.

 Here are a few major components he mentioned in the 

conversation that will make the coaster drastically better:

//

1. Move away from simple, round buttons. Make bigger, more unique 

and accessible push buttons. Get creative.

2. Have the lights also 

shine on the table(s), like 

a halo. This way it’s not 

simply on the coaster’s 

body, but rather creating 

an overall vibe and 

ambiance in the space.

 3. The coaster should 

be a theme in the bar. 

Include the shape, 

intent, the purpose of 

why it even matters 

so bargoers who 

are unfamiliar can 

understand immediately.
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Check out this 2 and a half minute video showcasing the earliest 

version of the coaster prototype in use, a walkthrough of how it 

works/what it does (visually), and the reasoning behind the design.

www.bit.ly/jd-v2

YouTube video: www.bit/ly/jd-v2

Understanding the coaster...
 Personally, I am a very visual learner. The photos of research 

are helpful, but I have made a video demonstrating how the 

coasters work. It actually is very helpful at showcasing the process 

of Back Home Bar -- from entering, the activity, socialization, server 

assistance, and overall experience.

Overall,
 every person I showed this coaster to or explained how it 

worked to said this, the same exact phrasing:

 There are a few business-wise decisions I have swirling in my 

head regarding costs of making this product. First, my coworkers at 

the Blackstone LaunchPad suggested utilizing advertisements. Since 

bars get free coasters from breweries or beer companies, they aren’t 

paying for them. In this case, I’m paying for the entire coaster. With 

that, is there a way to integrate advertising on it? Or is that going to 

detract from the uniqueness and individuality of the coaster? These 

are crucial thoughts to have as a business owner.

//

 For the prototype presented in the beginning of May, I will be 

3D printing it and utilizing lights and spring-back buttons for the 

thesis show. This is an opportunity to showcase the concept to all 

types of people who will be walking through the exhibit.


