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Tales of Things is a platform for attaching stories in the form of digital media to everyday objects 
via simple tagging technologies (QR codes and RFID tags) in the spirit of the Internet of Things. In 
this position paper we discuss the aims and technology behind the Tales of Things project, 
illustrating its use in context with a case study from second-hand retail. We describe the various 
tagging technologies used in the project and discuss the implications of the arrival of Near Field 
Communication (NFC) technology in consumer smartphones and how it may streamline how 
people interact with ‘connected objects’. We finish by briefly describing a recent deployment of 
Tales of Things NFC tags in an experimental ‘pop up’ retail space.  

By presenting this paper we hope to stimulate discussion and gain insight into new applications 
for this kind of Internet of Things technology in hitherto unexplored areas.  

Internet of Things, NFC, RFID, QR Code. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

The Tales of Things platform has its origins in the 
Tales of Things and electronic Memory (TOTeM) 
research project, an interdisciplinary, collaborative 
project between five UK universities: Brunel, 
Dundee, Edinburgh, Salford and UCL. The TOTeM 
project (Macdonald, 2009-13) was established to 
explore the importance and preservation of the 
stories behind everyday objects. It is envisaged 
that in the future every new object manufactured 
will be part of an extended ‘Internet’, because it will 
have been tagged and indexed by the 
manufacturer during production. However, there is 
a risk that existing, ‘old’ objects will be left out of 
this ‘Internet of Things’. People surround 
themselves with mementos - objects with a strong 
personal resonance - that evoke fond memories of 
a particular time or place. As time passes or 
ownership changes, the story behind these ‘old’ 
objects may be lost to future generations.  

2. TALES OF THINGS 

Part of the brief of the TOTeM project was to build 
a novel platform, ‘Tales of Things’, for preserving 
the stories behind everyday objects, which is 
accessible to the general public, but could also be 
used as the basis for a number of research case 
studies (Barthel et al, 2013).  

In the spirit of the Internet of Things we use a 
simple tagging mechanism to provide a link 
between the physical object and its virtual 
presence. Although RFID tags are synonymous 
with early discussions of the Internet of Things, 
when we were designing the platform in late 2009 
there were very few consumer devices able to read 
them. Consequently we adopted paper barcodes 
as the primary tagging mechanism, opting for the 
(relatively novel at that time) QR code. Since only 
paper and a printer are required to generate tags it 
made the system widely accessible. 

The Tales of Things web application 
(www.talesofthings.com) provides an interface to 
create entries for new objects or to edit the entries 
of existing objects. A typical entry would have a 
title, a photo of the object, an optional location and 
one or more tales (stories) that can be enhanced 
by linking to multimedia files (or indeed any entity 
with a public URL). For every new object added, a 
unique QR code is automatically generated, which 
can be printed out and attached to the physical 
object. In addition to the web interface, bespoke 
mobile applications were developed for the iOS and 
Android operating systems. The mobile 
applications (‘apps’) allowed people to interact with 
tagged objects ‘in the wild’ by scanning the QR 
code. The mobile app allows users to view a 
scanned object’s story and its associated digital 
media, as well as make their own contribution to 
the narrative, either as simple text or as a video 
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tale using the phone’s onboard camera. The mobile 
app also allows people to create new Tales of 
Things objects by scanning unassigned QR codes 
available from the website. 

Currently in excess of 10,000 objects have been 
added to Tales of Things by some 3200 users. 

 

Figure 1: An item for sale at Remember Me, tagged with 
a QR code and 125 kHz RFID tag 

3. EARLY EXPERIMENTS WITH RFID 

Although QR codes formed the public facing 
tagging technology of choice, the architecture of 
Tales of Things is agnostic to a particular tag 
technology as long as it provides a unique identifier 
(ID). We have explored the use of RFID tags in a 
number of case studies using low frequency 125 
kHZ (EM4102) RFID tags. These passive read-only 
tags are encoded with a unique ID and their 
simplicity makes it easy to build bespoke readers 
using ‘off the shelf’ components. A key goal of 
TOTeM was to explore the stories attached to 
everyday objects in scenarios where objects 
change hands, and where in normal circumstances 
the history behind the object would be lost as 
ownership changes. An ideal scenario for this is the 
second-hand retail sector. The Remember Me 
artwork project was staged by TOTeM in 
collaboration with Oxfam as part of the 
FutureEverything 2010 conference and festival. 
The aim of Remember Me was to allow shoppers to 
hear the story behind the second-hand objects they 
purchase. In the run up to the conference, TOTeM 
researchers, based in the Oxford Road branch of 
Oxfam’s charity shop in Manchester, asked 
members of the public donating items to also 
‘donate’ a story by recording a brief audio reflection 
on, for example where they acquired the item, what 
memories it brings back, and why it is now for sale. 
An entry was then created for the item on Tales of 
Things linked to the audio media. Conscious of the 

fact that many shoppers would not have a 
smartphone and that network coverage can be 
patchy in retail environments, in addition to tagging 
every item with Tales of Things QR codes, we also 
tagged the donated items with low frequency RFID 
tags (Figure 1). Prior to the event we constructed 
bespoke Bluetooth-enabled RFID readers that 
output the tag ID over the Bluetooth Serial Port 
Profile to a nearby laptop, which then played the 
appropriate audio clip over loudspeakers in the 
shop. As a result of the use of Bluetooth, shoppers 
were able to wander freely around the shop 
scanning any item’s RFID tag and immediately 
hear the item’s story as it was broadcast over the 
loudspeakers.  

 

Figure 2: Scanning an item for sale at Remember Me 
with the Bluetooth RFID reader 

In the run up to and during the event, 25 donated 
items were tagged and linked to audio tales. The 
stories donors recorded were varied: for example a 
designer shirt given to a person by their mother 
was donated because the owner didn't like the style 
("My Mum, has really bad fashion sense"). Another 
story related to a large ‘Winnie The Pooh’ teddy 
bear that was won by a student at a fair and was 
donated to Oxfam because it was too big to 
transport home at the end of term.  

A total of 246 QR code scans with the mobile app 
were performed during and subsequent to the 
event; the figure for scans using the Bluetooth 
RFID readers was not recorded but would have 
been much higher. It is interesting to note that 
some of the item’s QR codes have been scanned 
many months after the event finished, presumably 
by the new owner of the item.  

The deployment gained very positive feedback, 
with the Bluetooth-enabled RFID readers being 
particularly effective (Figure 2). Shoppers spoke of 
the setup creating a ‘personal connection’ with the 
object and describing the effect as ‘spooky’. Oxfam 
were also pleased with the result, noting a 50 
percent spike in sales during the deployment, 
leading to further collaborations described in detail 
elsewhere (de Jode et al, 2012). 
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4. NEAR FIELD COMMUNICATION (NFC) TAGS 

Near Field Communication (NFC) is an umbrella 
standard for short-range data exchange that 
leverages existing standards and technologies 
(NFC Forum, 2013), including various 13.65 MHz 
RFID standards (although unfortunately not the low 
frequency 125kHz RFID tags we used in early 
studies). NFC technology is increasingly being built 
into the latest smartphones providing them with the 
ability to read RFID tags supported by the NFC 
standard and this has also led to the availability of 
cheap, customizable tags in a variety of formats 
(Figure 3), as well as simple to use OEM reader 
hardware packages. One of the advantages of NFC 
tags is the ability to write data to them, particularly 
URLs.  

In response to the increasing availability of NFC-
enabled smartphones and cheap tags, we have 
recently added support for NFC tags into Tales of 
Things, with the release of an NFC-enabled app for 
Android OS (currently iOS and the iPhone does not 
support any NFC or RFID capability). The app 
allows users to view the content associated with an 
NFC-tagged object with a single tap. In addition 
objects can be tagged ‘on the fly’ with previously 
unassigned NFC tags. 

 

Figure 3: A sheet of NFC tags (of type NTAG203), 
customised with the Tales of Things logo 

5. INTERACTING WITH TAGS IN THE REAL 
WORLD 

Scanning a QR code from the Tales of Things app 
involves a number of steps (Figure 4): 

(i) Touch the app’s home screen to launch the 
scanner.  

(ii) Focus the scanner on the QR code, with a 
steady hand.  

(iii) If all goes well the scanner decodes the QR 
code and the app downloads and presents 
the data associated with the tagged object.  

In good lighting conditions, with a smartphone 
possessing a good quality, auto-focusing camera 
the process can be very efficient. However in less 
ideal conditions, particularly with low light levels, it 
can be quite frustrating.  

In contrast, for those possessing an NFC-enabled 
smartphone, interacting with NFC tags is a one 
step procedure - from anywhere in the app simply 
tap the phone on the NFC tag to download and 
present the content. Of course regardless of 
whether the app is used to decode QR codes or 
NFC tags, the user experience for a client-server 
application like Tales of Things depends entirely on 
the availability and speed of mobile connectivity in 
the tagged object’s location. 

 

Figure 4: Decoding a QR code with the Tales of Things 
app 

DISCUSSION AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS 

TOTeM researchers have performed a number of 
case studies in a wide variety of environments 
including community groups (Barthel et al, 2013), 
museums (Hudson-Smith et al, 2012) and retail (de 
Jode et al, 2012). For the sake of brevity, in this 
paper we focus on our experiences in retail. Our 
case studies in the retail sector have led us to 
believe that smartphone apps do not provide the 
optimum ‘in-store’ user experience in retail settings 
and bespoke portable Bluetooth-enabled tag-
readers and dedicated kiosk-type devices can be 
more appropriate. However, the smartphone app 
has an important role in allowing people to interact 
with connected objects once they leave the shop. 
We have also seen how RFID tags can streamline 
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user experience allowing a one-tap interaction with 
tagged objects. The advent of NFC-enabled 
phones will, in time, allow us to do away with the 
duplication of tags required in our early case 
studies, where a QR code was needed for 
smartphone users and RFID tags also deployed for 
the bespoke in-store readers.  

Although our initial explorations in the retail sector 
have been in the second-hand marketplace, we 
feel this kind of technology has wider applications 
in retail, for instance to provide provenance 
information, perhaps with regard to ethical sourcing 
of products. Additionally, it allows shoppers to 
provide in-store (or subsequent) feedback on the 
products on display.  

 

Figure 5: UCL Launchbox: an experimental ‘pop up’ 
shop at Boxpark, Shoreditch 

Our first deployment of Tales of Things-powered 
NFC tags is at ‘UCL Launchbox’, a pop up shop in 
Boxpark, Shoreditch, sponsored by UCL Advances. 
UCL Launchbox aims to show case products and 
technologies from UCL students and researchers, 
as well as provide a space to explore innovation in 
retail (Figure 5). In this deployment we have tagged 
items for sale with their provenance information in 
the form of video using Tales of Things NFC tags 
and QR codes. We deployed a kiosk-based RFID-
reader (Figure 6) to allow shoppers to access the 
digital media associated with the items in-store, as 
well as via their smartphones. 

We hope this deployment will provide some insight 
into how this kind of technology may be applied in 
future retail.  However, we believe there may be 
other niches, not yet explored, for Tales of Things 
type Internet of Things technologies and part of our 
motivation for this workshop paper is to stimulate 
discussion as to where this kind of technology may 
be applied. 

 

Figure 6: Tales of Things NFC tag reader kiosk 
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