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Artificial intelligence (AI) is frequently characterised by its macro-level impacts - the 
automation of industry, restructuring of labour markets, or transformation of professional 
practices. However, a subtler yet equally profound transformation is enacted in the private 
sphere: the integration of AI into everyday domestic life. This ethnographic account explores 
how AI can function as infrastructure in one’s household, mediating routines, redistributing 
cognitive labour, and embroiling ethical concerns around privacy, authority, and dependency. 
 
 
AI as Ambient Domestic Infrastructure 
 
In many homes, AI does not arrive with technological fanfare or dramatic disruption. Rather, 
it is woven quietly into one’s living space - embedded via voice assistants, predictive 
services, and connected appliances. AI not as a separate system but becomes a form of 
ambient infrastructure (You et al., 2024.) 
 
This ambient integration means that for many family members, particularly children, AI is a 
‘taken-for-granted’ aspect of life. They do not ‘use AI’; they simply live with it. Such seamless 
integration raises critical questions about human agency. While convenience is increased, 
the invisible embedding of AI risks diminishing opportunities for intentional decision-making. 
The more AI becomes infrastructure, the more its influence is normalised - and perhaps, 
goes unquestioned. 
 
 
Rituals, Routine, and Predictive Assistance 
 
Family routines can become deeply shaped by predictive AI.  
As an example - in the early morning, before the day begins, a voice assistant can offer a 
distilled digest of overnight messages, calendar notifications, and weather forecasts. These 
prompts can inform how a family set its schedule - when to depart, what to pack, and which 
alerts to anticipate. 
 
This mode of operation parallels goal-driven reasoning agents researched in human–AI 
interaction. For example, King et al., (2023) presented Sasha, a large-language-model 
system that reasons across smart-home devices to satisfy user goals.  
 
Contrasting this, for some AI can be less about scheduling and more about ambience: 
automated playlists, gentle reminders for household tasks, and voice-activated routines. 
These divergent uses within a single household show how AI is interpreted and appropriated 
differently depending on individual cognitive styles and life priorities. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Family Negotiation and the New Actor in Domestic Discourse 
 
Domestic life is constituted through negotiation – about chores, calendars, and care. AI 
enters these negotiations as a quasi-participant. For instance, predictive grocery lists 
generated by shared services sometimes provoke debates: Does the algorithm ‘know’ what 
we need, or is it inferring incorrectly from past patterns? Similarly, reminders scheduled by AI 
prompt questions of authorship and memory: Who actually decided that event needed 
highlighting? 
 
Beyond logistics, AI can also mediate emotional and interpersonal communication. When 
tensions arise, we can have AI draft sensitive messages via AI tools, which help reframe 
tone, clarify meaning, and reduce the risk of misunderstanding. This practice can reduce 
emotional friction, but it also raises philosophical questions: if AI moderates our emotional 
labour, to what extent does it shape, or sanitise, authentic expression? 
 
 
Parenting, Knowledge Authority, and Epistemic Trust 
 
One of the more consequential tensions in household concerns is epistemic authority. 
Children often treat AI systems as neutral arbiters: a source of ‘truth’ that rivals or even 
trumps parental explanations. This dynamic reflects broader societal trends, where people 
increasingly reorient toward algorithmic authority (rather than human authority) in 
knowledge-seeking contexts. 
 
Yet, this trust is not without risks. AI models are powerful but imperfect - they propagate 
biases, can be wrong, and lack human values. In response, we have the capacity to ipose 
family norms: children must attempt tasks manually before consulting AI; information from AI 
must be scrutinised; and creative suggestions from AI should be a springboard, not a crutch. 
These rules echo educational research that warns against overreliance on AI support, 
emphasising the need for critical digital literacy. 
 
 
Redistribution of Cognitive Labour 
 
One of the most tangible impacts of domestic AI is how it redistributes mental workload. 
Traditionally, planning, remembering, and coordinating were carried in the minds of 
individuals (often unevenly across family members). With shared calendars, predictive 
reminders, and shopping automation, many of these invisible tasks are now externalised and 
made visible. 
 
However, this delegation does not eliminate labour - it transforms it. Rather than manually 
maintaining lists or calendars, we now spend effort managing AI: correcting its missteps, 
debating its suggestions, and calibrating its settings. The cognitive labour hasn’t 
disappeared; it has merely moved to a meta level, where we oversee the system itself. 
 
 
Ethics, Data, and Surveillance in the Smart Home 
 
The integration of AI into the household has also brought ethical tensions to the fore -
especially in relation to data flows and privacy. Smart devices in homes gather voice data, 
behavioural patterns, occupancy, and temporal usage. Such continuous data collection 
challenges traditional ideas of the home as a morally protected private sphere. 
 
 



Legal and design scholars have questioned the adequacy of current regulatory frameworks. 
Some propose a meta-assistant - an AI that supervises and controls data flows between 
devices, enabling users to meaningfully manage who collects what, when, and how 
(Orlowsky & Loh, 2025.) 
 
Ethical inquiry into smart-home surveillance also suggests that privacy must be understood 
in intersection with related values such as autonomy, trust, and fairness (Wong et al., 2024.) 
This is especially notable in family settings, where power dynamics, generational 
relationships, and emotional bonds intersect with technological mediation. 
 
Adding to these concerns, MIT researchers found that large language models used for 
interpreting home surveillance footage can produce inconsistent judgments about whether to 
escalate to police involvement, revealing both bias and a troubling lack of normative 
consistency (Jain et al, 2024). Such findings underscore the risk of embedding algorithmic 
decision-making in intimate, high-stakes environments. 
 
Further, trust in smart assistants is complicated by how they communicate their own privacy 
states. Recent work on domestic robots explores ‘privacy communication patterns’ - how 
devices signal when their mic, camera, or connectivity are active, and how design choices 
influence user trust (Windl et al., 2024). These design interventions are crucial for ensuring 
transparency and preserving a sense of control in family contexts. 
 
 
Friction, Resistance, and Human Agency 
 
Despite the conveniences, our relationship with AI is not uncritically permissive. There are 
moments when we consciously resist automation. We might revert to analogue tools 
(whiteboards, physical calendars), cook meals without ‘smart’ recipes, or decline predictive 
suggestions. 
 
Failures are also frequent: misinterpreted commands, misaligned predictions, and undesired 
automation. These experiences of friction and breakdown are important. They reaffirm that 
whilst AI can amplify capacity, autonomy still depends on human judgement. Resistance, in 
this sense, is not rejection but a reassertion of our agency. 
 
 
Reflecting on Co-Authorship: The Home as a Hybrid System 
 
Over time, we can see the AI-inflected home as a hybrid co-constructed system. It learns our 
habits, but we also learn its tendencies. The device ecosystem becomes a kind of partner: 
not a fully sentient being, but an actor with influence, memory, and pattern-making capacity. 
 
Ethnographically, this shift challenges traditional notions of subjectivity and control. The 
family identity is gradually mirrored in the digital twin formed by AI - the preferences, 
routines, and behavioural patterns it infers. But this co-constitution demands active 
negotiation to preserve our agency, values, and relational authenticity. 
 
 
Toward Reflective Coexistence 
 
Ultimately, living in an AI-integrated household is not about surrendering to automation - it is 
about shaping how automation shapes us. Through reflective coexistence, we can preserve 
human agency even as we leverage the affordances of intelligent systems, and three central 
themes emerge as critical: 
 



Deliberate Delegation: The process of delegating cognitive tasks to AI is 
empowering but requires ongoing oversight to prevent passive reliance. 
 
Ethical Stewardship: Smart-home AI systems operate in ethically sensitive 
environments. Users must be mindful of data flows, surveillance risk, and power 
dynamics. 
 
Relational Co-Shaping: AI is not a tool to be deployed, but a partner in co-
constructing our domestic life. Negotiation, resistance, and design choices shape 
how beneficial (or intrusive) that partnership becomes. 
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