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Abstract

Death sometimes has a significant impact on family and friends who must make difficult decisions regarding the possessions of the deceased. Ministers, psychological counselors and social workers are familiar with these hard choices and regularly provide support and even guidance on how to approach the problems. There are times when they are also able to provide counseling to those who know they are dying, to help them ease the burden on their loved ones. In this paper we discuss some of these problems and strategies and how they can inform the design of technologies to support after-death decisions.
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Introduction

There is a laptop sitting on a shelf in my office. It was used by a colleague who passed away two years ago. Though her family was given a CD containing the personal contents, it was obvious that they were not sure what to do with it. It included her unfinished doctoral thesis and some of her ongoing research projects. The laptop remains unused out of concern that if it is reformatted, the work will be lost. However, if it is kept, will it ever be of value?

This kind of decision is often faced by family, friends, co-workers, and others. A significant factor is the ineffable emotional value that becomes a part of the personal artifacts left behind. Most people experience a feeling of inadequacy or confusion when attempting to decide what should be kept and what should be discarded. Several factors have been identified that contribute to these issues. [1]
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Research has examined the disposition of personal belongings; in this paper, we assume the extension of this work to digital artifacts. For the purpose of this paper, we will focus on three elements in the decision making process: value, relevance, and preference. 
Value
Many factors contribute to the perceived value of artifacts.  What value did the deceased attribute to the artifact? What is the value to the decision makers?
Relevance

Various contexts create relevance of artifacts to individuals, experiences, and locations. Was the artifact presented as a gift? Does it connect the deceased with one or more individuals? Does it represent a shared experience? Is it indicative of special place or time?

Preference

There are times when the preferences of the deceased are either known or confidently assumed. This occurs more often when the deceased is elderly or there was foreknowledge. One contributing factor in preference is a desire for fairness in distribution. (Though in the case of digital artifacts, this may be less of a driving factor.)

Strategies for Disposition Decisions

Many guides and books on how to handle estates settlement have been published. Though often dealing with “titled” property, they often provide guidance on how to handle the disbursement of non-titled property or personal belongings. There are two perspectives represented in these strategy guides: pre-death and after-death.

Pre-death strategies are aimed at individuals (often working with family and friends) making decisions about the disposition of their personal belongings. In some cases, the transfer of ownership is made prior to death. Within my own experience, these strategies, though difficult, are rewarding. For example, one elderly member of our family had all of her grandchildren make their own choices from her collection of collectable Christmas decorations. Each is now labeled on the bottom with the name of the individual child (many of whom are now adults).

Other pre-death strategies include creating inventories of personal belongings. Making assignations where preference is already known.  Culling collections of photos, letters, books, and other materials and donating or disposing of artifacts that are not considered valuable. 

All of these strategies or living practices are based on ideas of cataloging, labeling, and contextualizing the artifacts under consideration. We believe that technologies exist and can be developed that would facilitate these living practices with regards to digital artifacts. 

After-death strategies are more difficult, often more painful, and are time consuming. In general, they follow a similar pattern to the pre-death process, but require individuals to work together to form an understanding of the personal artifacts, pulling from their collective remembrance, with the goal of reconciling the disparate assumptions and judgments.  We will focus on the pre-death strategies, but it is likely that similar technologies could be adapted to support the after-death decision process.

The Photo Album

There are a few dozen pictures of my mother as a child. There are a few hundred pictures of me as a child. There are a few thousand pictures of my children. A friend recently had a baby; there were over two thousand pictures of that child in the first week. 

Dealing with photo collections is one of the most time consuming, emotional, and sometimes frustrating tasks that must be dealt with after someone dies. In some cases, the photo collections have been accumulated from previous estates and the current survivors have little to no knowledge of whom or what is depicted. Digital photography has increased this problem by several orders of magnitude.  

There has been considerable work on how people manage digital photos. [4] There are also many technologies that have been developed to support these activities and enrich them with contextual data. These technologies could be adapted or expanded to provide features that would assist in either pre-death or after-death decision-making. 

· Facial recognition that learns from user assigned labels and expedites the labeling of large photo collections.

· Temporal grouping that assists in establishing the relevance of photos to events or experiences. [5]
· Context extraction that pulls on a wide variety of stored or determinable context to provide more information on relevance. [6]
Importance Weighting

Throughout our lives, we collect artifacts that become part of our material legacy. Some of these are used regularly while others are proudly displayed. Many objects are only used at certain times while others are packed away in closets and attacks and never seen again. This is also true of our digital artifacts. The hard drives of home laptops are often filled with digital artifacts of indeterminate value. It is often extremely difficult for individuals (or their survivors) to decide how important some of these components are. 

Within the research and product community are technologies that could be used to produce tools to support this decision process. For example, Microsoft applies a weighted value on usage statistics to determine if there are unused icons on the desktop. Similar heuristics could be used to determine the relative value of digital content throughout the system. 

Likewise, textual and content analysis can assist in locating and identifying documents that might have special value. Documents that have financial or account information can be identified and presented. Latent semantic analysis can be used to scan email and other postings to find content that may be of particular value.
Living Practices for After-Death Decisions

These are just a couple of examples of how technologies can support the difficult decisions that must be made after someone dies. Be designing technologies that support good living practices, the decision process is made easier. 

Many technologies have been designed for managing the digital artifacts we now collect in our lives. It is not necessary to explicitly design technologies to support after-death decisions. Actually, it would be better not to do so. As humans, we naturally avoid the concept of our own death. We likewise avoid situations or decisions that focus our attention on our own mortality (hence, the number of people who die without wills). By incorporating the components designed to support after-death decisions into technologies designed to support positive living practices, we succeed at enriching the lives of the living while minimizing the difficulties faced by those that survive them.
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