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(54) Set of household electrical appliances equipped with a shared control panel

(57) A set of household electrical appliances belong-
ing to the white goods category, the set comprising a first
household electrical appliance comprising an operating
unit (2) and a control panel (3) for the operating unit (2),
the control panel (3) comprising a first user interface (31)
and a second user interface (32) separate from the first
user interface (31) and simplified compared with the first
user interface (31), the control panel (3) having a config-
uration which can vary between a first configuration in
which it makes the first user interface (31) directly acces-
sible to the user and a second configuration in which it
makes the second user interface (32) directly accessible
to the user, said second configuration being different from
the first configuration,
characterised in that the set comprises at least one fur-
ther household appliance comprising an operating unit;
the control panel (3) of said first household appliance
being able to be physically applied to each operating unit
(2) both in the first and the second operating configura-
tions and allowing control of at least the operating unit
(2) to which it is applied.
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Description

[0001] The present invention relates to a household
electrical appliance and a set of household electrical ap-
pliances in the white goods category. The term "white
goods" refers, for example, to household electrical appli-
ances intended for washing and/or drying clothes or dish-
es, for refrigerating foods or drinks, cooking foods, etc.
For example, the category of white goods includes
household electrical appliances such as: washing ma-
chines, washer-dryers, tumble dryers, dishwashers, re-
frigerators, freezers, fridge-freezers, hobs, home cook-
ers, ovens, hoods, home boilers. These are in contrast
to brown gods, such as televisions, video recorders, mag-
netic media players, etc.
[0002] In order to dialogue with the user, "white goods"
usually have a user interface integrated in the outer cover
of the machine.
[0003] Following the development of household elec-
trical appliances which are increasingly complex and full
of electronic components, the user interface of such ma-
chines has acquired an increasing number of knobs,
push-buttons, displays and more generally selectors able
to control all of the various functions.
[0004] This has allowed the user the best possible con-
trol of all of the potential of the machine, but the household
electrical appliances described above also have several
disadvantages.
[0005] In particular, some users could be confused by
the large number of selectors needed to control all of the
various functions, especially if it is one of the first times
they have used such a machine and they are not very
familiar with it. Such a problem is accentuated above all
in the case of elderly people or in any event users ac-
customed to old household electrical appliances for
which fewer adjustments and input parameters were re-
quired to make the appliance work.
[0006] The present invention has for an aim to over-
come the above-mentioned disadvantages by providing
a household electrical appliance which helps the user to
control the basic functions of the appliance but at the
same time allows the more expert user to make full use
of all of the potential and the technology made available
by the appliance.
[0007] Another aim of the present invention is to pro-
vide a set of household electrical appliances which helps
the user to control the basic functions of the set of house-
hold electrical appliances but at the same time allows the
more expert user to make full use of all of the potential
and the technology made available by the set of house-
hold electrical appliances.
[0008] These aims and others, which are more appar-
ent in the description which follows, are achieved, in ac-
cordance with the present invention, by a household elec-
trical appliance with the structural and functional features
described in the independent claims herein. Alternative
embodiments of the household electrical appliance are
described in the dependent claims.

[0009] The invention is described in more detail below,
with reference to the accompanying drawings, which il-
lustrate a preferred non-limiting embodiment of the in-
vention, and in which:

- Figures 1 to 3 illustrate three different configurations
of a household electrical appliance in accordance
with the present invention;

- Figure 4 is a perspective view of a component of a
household electrical appliance in accordance with
the present invention.

[0010] With reference to Figures 1 to 3 the numeral 1
denotes a household electrical appliance in accordance
with the present invention.
[0011] Said household electrical appliance, in the
white goods category, comprises an operating unit 2 and
a control panel 3 for the operating unit 2. The operating
unit 2 consists of the set of means and actuators which
allow the commands issued using the control panel 3 to
be turned into actual actions. As already indicated, the
term "white goods" refers to household electrical appli-
ances intended for washing clothes or dishes, for refrig-
erating foods or drinks, cooking foods, etc. They are usu-
ally used in the kitchen or bathroom. For example, the
category of "white goods" includes household electrical
appliances such as: washing machines, washer-dryers,
tumble dryers, refrigerators, freezers, fridge-freezers,
home cookers, hobs, ovens, hoods, home boilers, etc.
[0012] They differ from so-called "brown goods" which
instead include televisions, video recorders, music play-
ers.
[0013] Figure 2 illustrates by way of example, without
limiting the scope of the invention, the control panel 3
comprising a first user interface 31.
[0014] The control panel 3 comprises a second user
interface 32, separate from the first user interface 31.
The second user interface 32 is simplified compared with
the first user interface 31.
[0015] The configuration of the control panel 3 can be
varied between a first configuration and a second con-
figuration. In the first configuration the control panel 3
makes the first user interface 31 directly accessible to
the user. In the second configuration it makes the second
user interface 32 directly accessible to the user. The sec-
ond configuration is different from the first configuration.
In this description, indicating that an object is "directly
accessible" to the user means that the user can make
contact with this object without performing further inter-
mediate operations.
[0016] The first and second interfaces 31, 32 are in-
separably connected to one another in every control pan-
el 3 configuration. Advantageously, the first and second
interfaces 31, 32 are made on the control panel 3 or on
the same portion of the control panel 3. In this way, it is
easier and faster for the user to pass from one configu-
ration to the other by acting on the same portion of the
control panel 3.
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[0017] Defining the second interface 32 as a simplified
interface means that said interface controls fewer oper-
ating unit 2 functions than those controlled by the first
user interface 31.
[0018] Both the first and second user interfaces 31, 32
comprise a respective predetermined number of selec-
tors 33. The term selectors refers, for example, to keys
or knobs, with which the user can issue commands to
the household electrical appliance 1.
[0019] Advantageously, the operating unit 2 functions
controlled by the selectors 33 of the second user interface
32 can also be controlled by the selectors 33 of the first
user interface 31.
[0020] The simplified second interface 32 has fewer
selectors 33 than the first user interface 31 selectors 33.
Advantageously, the number of physically separate se-
lectors 33 belonging to the simplified second interface
32 is less than half the number of physically separate
selectors 33 belonging to the first interface 31. Each se-
lector 33 belonging to the second user interface 32 pref-
erably controls a single function of the operating unit 2.
[0021] Reference is made to Figures 1 to 3, which il-
lustrate a washing machine. The simplified second inter-
face 32 illustrated in Figure 3 for example has only four
keys usually associated with the basic functions of the
household electrical appliance 1 or in any case those
most commonly used. In the case of the washing ma-
chine, for example and without limiting the scope of the
inventive concept, the following functions could be asso-
ciated with the four keys: ON/OFF, start delicates wash-
ing programme, start cotton items 60° washing pro-
gramme, start "fast cycle" programme.
[0022] The first interface 31, illustrated in Figure 2 by
way of example and without limiting the scope of the in-
vention, is much more complex.
[0023] Advantageously, the first user interface 31 com-
prises a display which allows an exchange of information
between the household electrical appliance 1 and the
user. Such a display or more simply several warning
lights may also be present on the simplified second in-
terface 32 (solution not illustrated). Advantageously, the
user can associate the commands of the operating unit
2 functions most commonly used by the user with the
selectors 33 of the second interface 32.
[0024] For that purpose, the first user interface 31 ad-
vantageously allows the second user interface 32 to be
programmed by associating the command for specific
operating unit 2 functions with the selectors 33 of the
second user interface 32.
[0025] Alternatively, the second user interface 32 can
be programmed using a remote centre, so as to associate
the command for specific operating unit 2 functions with
the selectors 33 of the second user interface 32.
[0026] Said remote centre may consist of an external
electronic device (for example a computer or a palmtop
device or a mobile phone) which can be connected to
the control panel 3 for example wirelessly or using a cable
(for example using a USB or FireWire port on the control

panel 3).
[0027] Advantageously, the control panel 3 is opera-
tively connected to the operating unit 2 by wireless means
for the transfer of commands and information.
[0028] As Figure 1 shows, the household electrical ap-
pliance 1 comprises a cavity 4 for housing the control
panel 3. The control panel 3 is not illustrated in Figure 1.
In the first and second configurations the control panel 3
is associated with the housing cavity 4 as illustrated by
way of example and without limiting the scope of the in-
vention in Figures 2 and 3. In particular, in the first con-
figuration the control panel 3 hides the second user in-
terface 32. In contrast, in the second configuration the
control panel 3 hides the first user interface 31.
[0029] In a first construction solution, provided by way
of example and without limiting the scope of the invention,
the first and second user interfaces 31, 32 are made on
two opposite surfaces 310, 320 of the control panel 3.
Advantageously, the control panel 3 may be extracted
and separated from the operating unit 2 (see for example
Figure 1).
[0030] In such a case, in a first construction solution,
to pass from the first to the second user configuration the
user must advantageously extract the control panel 3
from the housing cavity 4, then insert it in the cavity again
after rotating it through 180° about a vertical axis. In con-
trast, in a second construction solution the rotation could
be performed about a horizontal axis, depending on the
orientation of the selectors 33 relative to one another in
the first and the second interfaces 31, 32. In this way,
the surface which in the previous first or second config-
uration was facing the outside of the household electrical
appliance 1 will now be facing the inside of the household
electrical appliance 1 and will not be visible to the user.
[0031] In another construction solution the control pan-
el 3 is connected to the housing cavity 4 by at least one
rotation pin, said pin allowing rotation of the control panel
3 from the first to the second configuration or vice versa.
Appropriately, by pushing an appropriate portion of the
control panel 3, the user can therefore make the panel 3
rotate about the pin. Said rotation may be performed
about a horizontal axis or a vertical axis. Advantageously,
but not necessarily in said construction solution, the con-
trol panel 3 cannot be removed from the housing cavity 4.
[0032] In an alternative construction solution referred
to by way of example and not illustrated, the control panel
3 comprises a door. The door could for example be con-
nected by a hinge to the remaining parts of the control
panel 3. When the door is closed it covers the user inter-
face located below the door. In that way said interface is
hidden from the user and in order to gain access to it the
user must first move aside the door. On the outward fac-
ing surface of the door when it is closed there is another
interface which the user consequently has direct access
to even when the door is closed. In such a construction
solution the simplified interface is preferably on the sur-
face of the door to which the user has direct access even
when the door is closed.
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[0033] The housing cavity 4 comprises a first connec-
tor 41. The control panel 3 comprises a second connector
42 which connects to the first connector 41 when the
control panel 3 is inserted in the housing cavity 4. The
first and second connectors 41, 42 can be used to transfer
commands or information between the control panel 3
and the operating unit 2. In the construction solution in
which the first and second interfaces 31, 32 are made on
two opposite surfaces 310, 320 of the control panel 3,
the second connector 42 is made on both of the two op-
posite surfaces 310, 320. In that way, connection be-
tween the first and second connectors 41, 42 is guaran-
teed in both the first and the second configurations. Al-
ternatively, the second connector 42 could be made on
the lateral surface of the control panel 3. In the latter case
the first connector 41 will also be in a position in the hous-
ing cavity 4 suitable for allowing connection to the second
connector 42 following insertion of the control panel 3 in
the housing cavity 4.
[0034] Advantageously, the control panel 3 comprises
a rechargeable electric battery integrated in the control
panel 3.
[0035] Insertion of the control panel 3 in the housing
cavity 4 allows the electric battery to be connected to
battery recharging means. Therefore, the operating unit
2 may act as a transformer between the mains power
supply and the control panel 3. Said connection may, for
example, be made through the first and second connec-
tors 41, 42.
[0036] The present invention also relates to a set of
household electrical appliances which belong to the white
goods category, comprising:

- a household electrical appliance of the type previ-
ously described;

- at least one other operating unit 2 which is part of a
household electrical appliance belonging to the
white goods category.

[0037] Advantageously, the control panel 3 can be
physically applied to each operating unit 2 both in the
first and in the second operating configurations and al-
lows control of at least the operating unit 2 to which it is
applied.
[0038] Each operating unit 2 comprises its own hous-
ing cavity 4 for the control panel 3. The control panel 3
of the set of household electrical appliances is of the type
described above with reference to an individual house-
hold electrical appliance 1 and interfaces with the remain-
ing parts of each individual operating unit 2 in the set as
described above with reference to an individual house-
hold electrical appliance 1.
[0039] In an alternative construction solution, only one
operating unit 2 comprises the housing cavity 4 for the
control panel 3 and the other operating units 2 are con-
trolled wirelessly.
[0040] In particular, the control panel 3 comprises
means for recognising the operating unit 2 to which it is

operatively connected. This allows the control panel 3 to
adapt its operation based on the type of household elec-
trical appliance 1 to which it is connected.
[0041] The simplified second interface 32 comprises
selectors 33. Each selector 33 belonging to the second
interface 32 is associated with at least one predetermined
function of the operating unit 2, said function being var-
iable based on the household electrical appliance 1 to
which the control panel 3 is operatively connected. For
example, if the control panel 3 is applied to a washing
machine, the various selectors 33 could be associated
with the start of different washing programmes (for deli-
cates, wool, cotton). If it is applied to a dishwasher the
various keys could be associated with different washing
cycles (depending on the type of dishes: glasses, pans,
etc.). If it is applied to a cooker hood the various keys
could be associated with different extractor extraction
speeds. If it is applied to an oven or a home cooker the
various selectors will be associated with different cooking
programmes. Advantageously, in a particular non-limit-
ing construction solution the control panel 3 can remotely
control the operating units 2 belonging to the set of house-
hold electrical appliances.
[0042] The invention brings the important advantage
of allow users to dialogue with the same household elec-
trical appliance using two different interfaces, a first in-
terface which allows full use of the potential of the house-
hold electrical appliance and a second interface which
makes household electrical appliance operation ex-
tremely intuitive and easy.
[0043] The invention described above may be modi-
fied and adapted in several ways without thereby depart-
ing from the scope of the inventive concept. Moreover,
all details of the invention may be substituted by other
technically equivalent elements.
[0044] In practice, all of the materials used, as well as
the dimensions may be any, according to requirements.

Claims

1. A set of household electrical appliances belonging
to the white goods category, the set comprising a
first household electrical appliance comprising an
operating unit (2) and a control panel (3) for the op-
erating unit (2), the control panel (3) comprising a
first user interface (31) and a second user interface
(32) separate from the first user interface (31) and
simplified compared with the first user interface (31),
the control panel (3) having a configuration which
can vary between a first configuration in which it
makes the first user interface (31) directly accessible
to the user and a second configuration in which it
makes the second user interface (32) directly acces-
sible to the user, said second configuration being
different from the first configuration,
characterised in that the set comprises at least one
further household appliance comprising an operat-
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ing unit; the control panel (3) of said first household
appliance being able to be physically applied to each
operating unit (2) both in the first and the second
operating configurations and allowing control of at
least the operating unit (2) to which it is applied.

2. The set of household electrical appliances according
to claim 1, wherein the operating unit (2) of said first
household electrical appliance consists of means
and actuators allowing the commands issued using
the control panel (3) of said first household electrical
appliance to be turned into actual actions.

3. The set of household electrical appliances according
to claim 1 or 2, wherein the second interface (32) of
the control panel (3) of said first household electrical
appliance controls fewer functions of the operating
unit (2) of said first household electrical appliance
than the functions controlled by the first user inter-
face (31) of the control panel (3) of said first house-
hold electrical appliance.

4. The set of household electrical appliances according
to claim 1 or 2 or 3, wherein said first household
appliance comprises a housing cavity (4) of the con-
trol panel (3), the first and second user interfaces
(31, 32) of the control panel (3) of said first household
electrical appliance being made on two opposite sur-
faces (310, 320) of the control panel (3) and the con-
trol panel (3) of said first household electrical appli-
ance being associated with said housing cavity (4)
in the first and second configurations.

5. The set of household electrical appliances according
to any previous claim, wherein the first and the sec-
ond user interfaces (31, 32) of the control panel (3)
of said first household electrical appliance comprise
a respective predetermined number of selectors (33)
and the first user interface (31) of the control panel
(3) of said first household electrical appliance allows
programming of the second user interface (32) of the
control panel (3) of said first household electrical ap-
pliance by associating the command for specific
functions of the operating unit (2) of said first house-
hold electrical appliance with the selectors (33) be-
longing to the second user interface (32) of the con-
trol panel (3) of said first household electrical appli-
ance.

6. The set of household electrical appliances according
to any previous claim, characterised in that the
control panel (3) of said first household electrical ap-
pliance can remotely control the operating units (2)
belonging to the set of household electrical applianc-
es.

7. The set of household electrical appliances according
to any previous claim, characterised in that the

control panel (3) of said first household electrical ap-
pliance comprises means for recognising the oper-
ating unit (2) to which it is operatively connected and
characterised in that the simplified second inter-
face (32) of the control panel (3) of said first house-
hold electrical appliance comprises selectors (33),
each selector (33) belonging to the second interface
(32) of the control panel (3) of said first household
electrical appliance being associated with at least
one predetermined function, said function varying
based on the type of household electrical appliance
(1) to which the control panel (3) of said first house-
hold electrical appliance is operatively connected.
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