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ABSTRACT 

In recent years, the HCI and CSCW communities have be-
gun to examine the role technology plays in personal, rather 
than professional settings. Part of this work has begun to 
address a specific class of life events that are unpredictable, 
uncontrollable, and destabilizing—what we refer to as life 
disruptions. While each disruption is unique, we find that 
patterns of social and technical reconfigurations occur in a 
variety of different contexts.  Drawing on three case studies 
of severe life disruptions—intimate partner violence, home-
lessness, and death—we remark on the ways that life dis-
ruptions prompt a journey towards a “new normal.”  We 
enumerate the common lessons learned among our case 
studies and seek to inform future technology research and 
design work which may involve life disruptions. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Following an adverse life event, technology can play a key 
role in how we react and adapt. Several distinct HCI and 
CSCW projects have focused on these adverse life events, 
which we term life disruptions. Examples of such disrup-
tions include moving house, divorce, bankruptcy, abuse, 
and death. While each life disruption is unique, there are 
patterns in the ways people and technologies are reconfig-
ured following a disruption. In this paper, it is our goal to 
synthesize three different research projects to identify and 
characterize these reconfigurations in more detail. In so 
doing, we provide a resource for HCI researchers and de-
signers working around other life disruptions. 

Of the variety of disruptions that might occur, we consider 
three specific case studies from our research: escaping and 
recovering from an abusive partner, dealing with episodic 

homelessness, and coping with the death of a family mem-
ber. While each of these cases may appear unrelated, they 
each share the characteristics of being invisible, stigmatiz-
ing, and long-lasting disruptions. Escaping a situation of 
intimate partner violence is often invisible as victims cope 
with shame; becoming homeless due to job loss is frequent-
ly kept private to avoid stigma and discrimination; and 
while a death in the family will initially be met with sympa-
thy and support, the disruption to individual and domestic 
normalcy often outlives public forms of mourning and 
acknowledgement. 

In this paper, we reflect on our fieldwork from these three 
case studies, and share vignettes that vividly depict the 
lived reality of finding a “new normal.” While we recognize 
that the disruptions themselves—abuse, homelessness, 
death—cannot be mitigated directly by technological inter-
vention, we find it productive to reach across case studies to 
illuminate some thematic similarities that these disruptions 
share. In the discussion, we present three of these themes as 
ways of thinking through technology’s role in life disrup-
tions, and in so doing, contribute to our growing under-
standing of how people use and relate to technology during 
times of personal crisis and upheaval. We then conclude 
with potential directions for technology designers seeking 
to support individuals and communities in the journey to-
wards a “new normal.” 

RELATED WORK 

Disruptions in HCI and CSCW Work 

We often consider the home as a certain kind of place [17] 
—a “haven in a heartless world” [22]; we assume that fami-
lies operate on consensus, that family life is fulfilling and 
restorative, and that routines support cooperative and gen-
erative action. These characteristics have led us to appreci-
ate alternate modes of technology use in the home including 
the repurposing of technologies that might be familiar from 
the workplace: research has examined technologies for en-
tertainment [46], socialization [7], and family cohesion in 
the context of the routine and ordinary [39].  

Two of the broader themes that tend to run through domes-
tically focused HCI and CSCW research are the role of rou-
tine in family settings and the collaborative nature of differ-
ent forms of domestic work [9,15,33]. Routine-focused 
research has studied the work needed to set up and maintain 
home network infrastructure [16] as well as the complex 
gendered division of domestic work and privacy [39]. Each 
focuses on different accounts of how domestic routine is 
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maintained in the face of technological change, acknowl-
edging that the home is a dynamic environment not always 
denoted by stability or social stasis.  

An important part of maintaining these routines is the work 
done by different members of the home and the negotiation 
of that work as responsibilities evolve. In examining the 
social dynamics of the home, researchers have highlighted 
the collaborative and shared nature of domestic technolo-
gies. O’Brien and Rodden, in an ethnographic study of a 
“set top box” prototype, recommend that technologies for 
the home should be designed to fit the “cooperative nature 
of home life” [34]. Similarly, Brush and Inkpen found that 
the assumption of individual computer accounts—arguably 
a holdover from workplace privacy protection standards—
did not match domestic use, as many of the families in their 
study shared “pretty much everything” [7]. 

Beyond the roles of routine and collaboration in the home, 
we also find work that has focused on the relationship be-
tween play [4] and intimacy [20] within the home. Argua-
bly, play and intimacy can be viewed as an important com-
ponent to the social glue that makes a home and differenti-
ates it from other settings where technology is used, such as 
the workplace.  

This earlier work begins to show how interconnected the 
home is, both socially and technologically. Family mem-
bers establish routines of technology use, they divide the 
work necessary to keep the technology working, and they 
engage with the technology for reasons of enjoyment, con-
nection, and intimacy. The effects of life disruptions ripple 
out through these routines, reconfiguring work divisions, 
and imparting different meaning to the technology mediated 
experiences shared within the family. 

CSCW research concerning divorce provides two examples 
of how technologies are involved during this life disruption. 
The first example looks at the role technology can play in 
helping maintain meaningful contact between children and 
their divorced (and separated) parents [35,47]. This thread 
of research directly addresses how families marshal differ-
ent networked technologies to manage the difficult situa-
tions that arise as they attempt to reestablish routine and 
regular contact after the divorce. In a different example, 
Dimond et al. point to the significant difficulties that arise 
when family members who were relied upon for technical 
support are no longer present due to divorce or death [10]. 
Changes in family membership mean that some family 
members find themselves having to attend to their technol-
ogy in new ways as the person they relied on to maintain 
things like the home network is no longer present. As this 
more recent work starts to engage with some of the diversi-
ty of human experience that plays out in the home, it retains 
some characteristics of the generative and consensus driven 
home that pervaded earlier domestic studies. Divorced fam-
ilies are presumed to be actively engaged in easing the bur-
den of separation on their children, and extended families 
are assumed to be willingly enlisted to help maintain home 
technologies following separation or divorce. 

It is along these lines that we focus our attention: on the 
serious life disruptions that upend routine and change the 

social and technological relationships within the family. We 
recognize that routine, and the effort to reestablish it, plays 
a crucial role during disruptive life events [31], but that 
search for routine can often be isolating in unexpected and 
invisible ways. By examining these conditions—when do-
mestic routines and work are disrupted, when technology 
use is upset, and when private support networks are stressed 
to breaking—we gain an analytic perch from which to bet-
ter understand the range of experience in the home and to 
consider how technology might be enlisted in reestablishing 
a new normal. 

CASE STUDIES OF LIFE DISRUPTIONS 

Building on this previous work, we turn to consider three 
disruptive life events that occur in private life: intimate 
partner violence, homelessness, and a death in the family. 
Each disruption is substantial and grim, however, they col-
lectively represent the extreme realities of domestic life that 
highlight tensions between public and private. They also 
expose challenges associated with connecting to and mak-
ing use of infrastructure —both social and technical. —
They highlight the struggles that occur as these disruptions 
transpire and then pass. Each case study is the result of sub-
stantial qualitative fieldwork completed in each of these 
three settings as well as a technology intervention deployed 
at one of the research sites. 

Case 1: Intimate Partner Violence 

Intimate partner, or domestic, violence provides a stark 
counter example to tranquil visions of domestic life [12]. 
Intimate partner violence occurs across the world, in many 
different cultures and is not uncommon even in “devel-
oped” countries: in the United States and across Europe, 
one in four women will be physically or sexually assaulted 
in her lifetime [44]. Child abuse is often concurrent with 
partner violence—up to 60% of children are also abused in 
domestic violence cases [9]. Furthermore, contrary to popu-
lar assumptions, in the U.S, partner violence occurs at the 
same rate in same-sex relationships as it does in opposite-
sex relationships [38]. In short, it is a pervasive and often 
invisible disruption. 

The upshot of these statistics is that violence in the home 
shifts the conversation from how families work together to 
coordinate their activities, to how affected individuals exer-
cise their need for privacy, separation, and survival. In in-
timate partner violence research and activism, leaving an 
abuser is seen as a crucial act for breaking the cycle of part-
ner violence [18]; it requires a reconfiguration of private 
life and a crossover into publicly provided programs and 
services. However, with personal technologies, it is unclear 
that this act severs abuse as completely as we might think. 

In the winter of 2010, one of the authors interviewed ten 
female residents at a domestic violence shelter after volun-
teering for several months. For data collection, we recorded 
semi-structured interviews to explore how technology was 
being used by the women at the shelter. We asked questions 
such as, “Tell me about how you use your cell phone” and 
“Tell me what you do on the computer.” Interviews were 
analyzed using thematic analysis; this includes first tran-
scribing the interviews, identifying the different patterns of 



experiences, and identifying sub-themes within those pat-
terns. The author validated the coding during a “safe tech-
nology” workshop at the shelter. Since there are few empir-
ical studies on intimate partner violence and technology, we 
wanted to understand the landscape of how technology is 
generally intertwined within these survivors’ lives. Survi-
vors of partner violence, after leaving their abuser, have a 
heightened need to protect their privacy while also coping 
with new routines and changes in social and resource infra-
structure. In this disruption, technology both helps and hin-
ders, as the very same technologies that are used to find 
jobs, housing, and provide emotional support are also used 
by abusers to threaten and harass [11]. 

Harassment and Safety 

Text messages were the most frequently reported medium 
for harassment as seven of the ten participants had received 
harassing text messages from their abusers. Janelle

1
, who 

fled from her abuser with her four children, explained how 
her abuser used to threaten her with text messages such as, 
“I’m gonna gut you.” She also experienced harassment 
from her abuser’s family on Facebook: they posted messag-
es on her wall accusing her of stealing the kids. Her abuser 
posted harassing messages not only on her Facebook wall, 
but also on her sister’s Facebook wall.  

In a similar case, another woman at the shelter received a 
text message from her husband stating that he was tracking 
her via the GPS on her mobile phone. Despite the technical 
reality of whether her husband could actually track her lo-
cation, the mere idea of that possibility prompted the wom-
an to abandon her mobile phone by throwing it out the car 
window. This may indicate that the perception of privacy 
when using technologies such as GPS are not always 
aligned with technical reality. This misalignment has the 
potential to cause emotional trauma and disconnection as 
individuals perceive a danger that may not be present and 
abandon technologies that otherwise provide a life-line to 
their social support networks. Situations such as these ex-
emplify how privacy needs are enacted [36], indicating a 
need for designers to consider physical and emotional safe-
ty in addition to functional usability.  

Tactics to Maintain Social Support 

Abusers often exerted control over their partners by isolat-
ing them from their social network or other resources; this 
control often continued even after survivors left. As already 
pointed out, these threats manifested through mobile phones 
and social networking sites, but were not limited to direct 
harassment to the victim. For example, Serena’s abuser 
tried to control who she could communicate with on her cell 
phone by threatening her family members to get her phone 
number. As a result, Serena decided to stop calling her fam-
ily to protect them. For another survivor, Facebook became 
problematic due to her abuser’s harassment. She stopped 
posting any content, and instead just logged on to view her 
sister’s updates in order to feel connected to her. She said 
that her “life on the Internet is over.” She was also too 

                                                 
1 Names throughout the case studies have been changed to protect 
participants’ identities. 

afraid to apply for jobs online because information she had 
to release, such as her social security number, could poten-
tially link her to her physical location. 

The social isolation experienced by the residents was fur-
ther compounded when they moved into the shelter. As a 
result, residents had to work to maintain their social con-
nections. One of the most common strategies the women 
used was to get a new phone and register it under a pseudo-
nym. As one participant said, “You can register it under 
Miss Beyonce Knowles and they don’t care.” In this way, a 
survivor could replace her phone number if her abuser dis-
covered it. However, this was not always possible if partic-
ipants could not afford to continually set up new pre-paid 
accounts or if they relied on government-issued phones 
such as those provided by SmartLink program sponsored by 
the federal government of the United States. 

Another example of how the women developed creative 
strategies for maintaining their social support networks 
comes from Ayana who sometimes talked to her mother-in-
law for emotional support (her mother in-law also had an 
abusive husband). The challenge for Ayana was that her 
husband sometimes tried to call from his mother's home 
phone, so Ayana was never sure who was trying to call. To 
remedy this, Ayana recorded a voicemail stating that she 
does not answer calls, but will respond to voicemail. Her 
mother-in-law learned to leave a message, telling her that it 
was okay to call, and then Ayana would call her back. 

Intimate partner violence disrupts social support networks 
—the friends, family, and institutions upon which we rely. 
Survivors of partner violence must grapple with prolonged 
harassment and threats through technology, yet they rely on 
these same technologies to seek out the support and re-
sources needed to move on—information about counseling, 
jobs, housing, and childcare. Furthermore, for people escap-
ing an abusive relationship, location information becomes 
problematic. Due to this, survivors are wary of new tech-
nologies as many devices are now embedded with GPS and 
other tracking mechanisms; these technologies take a cer-
tain amount of technical expertise to feel confident that 
location information is appropriately managed. As seen in 
the ways that residents of the shelter try to maintain their 
access to social networking sites or mobile phones, it is not 
feasible to just quit Facebook, stop using a mobile phone, or 
otherwise disavow personal technologies. These technolo-
gies provide survivors of violence much needed social con-
nections and public resources in times of isolation and 
change. 

Case 2: Homelessness 

Starting in 2009, one of the authors began extensive field-
work and participatory design activities at an emergency 
homeless shelter for single mothers [27]. The shelter was 
relatively small, housing up to 8 families at a time for 30 to 
90 days. The research conducted at the site began with four 
months of fieldwork, including ethnographic observation 
along with semi-structured interviews held twice a week 
with both shelter staff and residents. Notes from the obser-
vations and fieldwork were continuously analyzed and used 
to further refine the interviews.  Following the initial field-



 

work, we worked with the staff and residents to co-design 
an information and communication system to support the 
staff and residents. 

The deployed system was designed to address three main 
goals: help the staff more effectively share resources with 
the residents; enable residents’ access to information and 
expertise when and where they needed it via mobile com-
munication; and provide both staff and residents a means to 
express their knowledge and expertise together [25]. Each 
of these goals was formulated in response to the specific 
ways homelessness disrupted the lives of the women at the 
shelter. An important point to raise here is that the mothers 
were homeless for economic reasons such as job loss or 
sudden medical expense. As such, they identified as work-
ing mothers, not as homeless mothers, and viewed their 
time in the shelter as an unexpected and unwanted disrup-
tion to their normal lives. 

Given this situation, we focused on the information and 
social needs of the mothers and on expanding the con-
straints under which those needs were met. We learned, for 
example, that the women were coping with information 
overload and that helping the mothers and the staff impose 
some order and timing to the information being shared 
would help the residents make better use of available re-
sources. For the staff, we learned that their contact time 
with each resident was limited in part because the shelter 
was only open at night. By providing facilities to encourage 
mobile communication, the staff could extend their reach, 
amplifying their support while still managing their case 
load. Finally, we worked to create a shared message board 
where both residents and staff could post information, thus 
providing a way for each to express their knowledge and 
expertise, and alter the expectations of where to turn for 
help and knowledge. 

”Getting Connected” 

Broadly, the challenge of staying connected to different 
kinds of social and material resources is a primary concern 
for many homeless individuals [26]. The social support of 
neighbors and friends becomes strained or broken simulta-
neously with interruption to the material resources of insti-
tutions such as schools and places of employment. As a 
result, one of the first things the women at the shelter dis-
cussed was the need to “get connected” to public entities 
like support groups, childcare facilities, employment ser-
vices, and entitlement programs to help them reestablish 
their independence. As we will revisit in the discussion, it is 
this mix of social and material resources that comprise the 
durable infrastructure upon which these women depend 
[23,40].  

Within this disruption to social and material access there 
were some compounding factors with which the single 
homeless mothers in our shelter had to contend. First, for 
many of the mothers in our study, a consequence of moving 
to the shelter was displacement from their social support 
networks and more isolation as sole providers for their chil-
dren during a time of extreme instability—an isolation in 
many ways similar to that of the previous case study. Se-
cond, the disruption to material access had an immediate 

impact on the children at the shelter [37], as they found 
themselves in new schools or making long bus trips to re-
main at the school they were enrolled in before moving to 
the shelter. Both of these interruptions served to displace 
established routines [31], which, in combination with some 
of the common risk factors and characteristics of single-
mother poor families [28], exacerbated the stress on every-
one [3,24]. 

Two specific examples illustrate how getting cut off from 
different forms of support affected the women at the shelter. 
The first, Jacquie, had to contend with the impact of being 
cut off from friends and family while she tried to find em-
ployment and attend to her son (a boy in his early teens). 
One of the first challenges she faced was finding work that 
she could balance with her responsibilities as a parent. Ini-
tially, Jacquie had found second-shift work—from 2pm to 
10pm—but because the shelter would not allow her son to 
be there alone in the evenings, she had to prolong her stay 
until she could find first-shift (9am to 5pm) work. Part of 
the challenge Jacquie faced was gaining employment with-
out being able to enlist the kind of social support she might 
have otherwise had access to; she could not initially rely on 
the support of her fellow residents and she was disconnect-
ed from her previous life by virtue of having to move to a 
shelter in a different part of town. 

Nancy, another woman at the shelter, was looking after her 
grandchildren. In some regards, her relationship to her 
family was reversed. She had been—and continued to be, 
despite becoming homeless—the stable go-to person for her 
adult children. She became the guardian of her grandchil-
dren while her own daughter was in a substance abuse pro-
gram. Nancy became homeless when her unemployment 
ran out and she was unable to resume work due to severe 
health problems. As a result, she had to contend with con-
necting to new forms of institutional support for health and 
housing while acting as the main support for her family. 

Both Jacquie and Nancy became steady users of the system 
we deployed at the shelter. They actively used the messag-
ing features to stay in contact with the shelter staff, who 
helped them arrange appointments with employers, receive 
reminders and supportive messages to secure housing, find 
childcare, and even manage hair appointments. They also 
used the shared message board to post messages about re-
sources they found as well as get information on housing 
programs and job fairs. The routines they developed cen-
tered around daily messages sent to their case worker to 
check on specific programs or follow up with different em-
ployment opportunities. They also used the shared message 
board, passing by it every day and checking to see what 
new information was there that might be useful. One of the 
important elements of their interaction with the technology 
was that it supported different modes of seeking infor-
mation—either directly from their case worker, or through 
announcements posted on the shared message board—and it 
turned information seeking into an active endeavor, where 
they each took responsibility for seeking what they needed 
rather than wait for it to come to them. 



Case 3: Death of a Family Member 

One of the most common disruptive moments in private life 
is a death in the family. Despite the ubiquity of death, it is a 
topic that designers and researchers have only recently be-
gun to address as it plays out across various computational 
platforms. Compared to other life disruptions, death appears 
frequently; all families will experience multiple deaths as 
time moves on, and for each member of that family, every 
loss is unique. Furthermore, a death is irreversible (unlike, 
for instance, a financial crisis); families must learn to cope 
rather than struggle to recover what they have lost. 

In this case study, we draw on fieldwork conducted by one 
of the authors with middle-aged parents who had lost a 
child. Based on three focus groups with 24 bereaved par-
ents, meetings with community support group organizers, 
and consultations with mental health professionals, we have 
learned how the death of a child profoundly disrupts the 
lives of parents. Buckle and Fleming characterize this type 
of loss thusly: “[t]he fracturing of one’s assumptive world 
results in substantial psychological upheaval, and the reluc-
tant recognition that the world is no longer safe, orderly, 
and fair leaves bereaved parents feeling fearful and vulner-
able” [8]. Over time, parents must learn to live with the 
death of their child despite their grief and powerlessness, 
and must adapt their lives to reflect this new reality.  

The Journey Following a Loss 

In our focus groups and interviews, the time following the 
death of a child was repeatedly characterized as a “journey” 
by both the bereaved and professionals alike. This journey, 
starts with a period of intense emotional turmoil accompa-
nied by the pressing need to organize religious and commu-
nal activity. During this time, the bereaved are thrust into a 
circumstance wherein technology is used to spread the 
news, receive condolences, and make plans. In an example 
of this, Charlotte, a bereaved mother, described using email 
to announce the death of her twins: “I didn’t want to make 
phone calls, I didn’t want to have that conversation. So, I’m 
writing an email telling people that I just lost my kids, and 
it felt weird at the time.” 

However, as time progresses, and the flurry of activity 
fades away, bereaved parents come to value isolation, quiet, 
and privacy [1]. Focus group participants described “hiding 
out at home” for extended periods following their child’s 
death. Terry, a bereaved mother, decided to shut off her 
mobile phone and screened calls to her landline in order to 
control her privacy: “These people don’t understand where 
you are. They get offended if you don’t respond. I know I 
have to pick up the phone, and I don’t want to, but you feel 
obligated to. Sometimes it just takes everything out of you 
to return that one call.” In these cases, technology acts as a 
double-edged sword. In some ways, it overexposes the 
grieving parents by making them readily available for 
phone calls, emails, text messages, and so forth. In re-
sponse, participants described the need to take actions to 
shelter themselves from others, and to choose isolation, 
silence, and disconnection as they reacted to their loss.  

As more time passes, the death may usher in social disorder 
in the personal lives of the bereaved. Grieving family mem-

bers may be riddled with guilt, anger, or depression. In the 
case of a child’s death, married parents may blame one an-
other for the event, or have different, incompatible styles of 
grieving; as one participant in our focus groups put it, a 
child’s death “can make or break a relationship.” Relation-
ships with surviving children become strained as they must 
model strength to their children while taking care of them-
selves [8].  Bereaved parents in our focus groups also re-
marked on how their child’s death was a turning point in 
their social lives, where they discovered who their “real 
friends” were by virtue of their continued companionship 
during this life disruption. The new social arrangements 
precipitated by a death are rarely considered in the technol-
ogies we design, as long-standing patterns of “normal” 
communication are disrupted by permanent changes in fre-
quency, duration, and emotional timbre.  

As the years continue on, bereaved parents slowly come to 
develop and accept a new definition of their own identities, 
and what their role is within their social circles.. For exam-
ple, Rebecca, a bereaved mother whose daughter died 28 
years ago, described that even though her child is dead, she 
is still a part of their family, and Rebecca is still a mother: 
“For some of us…we’re still sort of parenting in a sense. 
There is a great need for us to. We’re cut short in our par-
enting—this is still innate in all of us.” Parents may contin-
ue to include their deceased children in domestic routines 
and events; they may mark the child’s birthday or death 
day, or set an extra place at the dinner table. Continued 
communication with the deceased is also a common occur-
rence—beyond simply “speaking” to the deceased, many 
people will write to them [45]. These writings, traditionally 
highly private, are moving into the public eye as the be-
reaved leave public messages on the deceased’s Facebook 
or MySpace profiles [6,14]. The concept of routines as sta-
bilizing forces in technology use and adoption is thus rat-
tled by the inclusion of a dead participant in the routine, and 
this life disruption can threaten the stability of relationships 
between living household members. For the bereaved, tech-
nology increasingly plays a role in how they cope with their 
loss over time and rebuild their lives [30].  

DISCUSSION 

In the case studies above, we presented three different types 
of life disruption and illustrated how technology is impli-
cated during these disruptions. In reflective discussions 
between the authors, we noted how the participants in our 
fieldwork share the search for a “new normal” – a reconfig-
ured lifestyle where previous social and technical infra-
structures have been torn down and replaced with tenuous 
and emerging social groups and resources. In this discus-
sion, we revisit and synthesize the findings from the case 
studies to identify three thematic lenses that may help tech-
nologists think through life disruptions. We begin with 
thoughts on the shifting landscape of personal relationships 
as mediated by technology before discussing how social 
and technical infrastructures are used, broken, and then 
reformed in light of life disruptions. Cutting across this 
process, we describe some of the ways that privacy work is 
performed and in particular how technology and communi-
ties work together to achieve this new state of life. 



 

Dynamism of Social Life 

Relationships formed in private life are commonly consid-
ered to be at-will, desirable, and productive. In Western 
culture, we often think of families as groups where mem-
bers contribute to family well-being through the provision 
of emotional, instrumental, and functional support. Outside 
the family, we commonly think of fun, enlightening, and 
nurturing friendships. However, as our case studies have 
shown, these relationships are not always positive, desira-
ble, or beneficial to an individual’s well-being. Personal 
relationships change over time: good friends can become 
distant, lovers can become abusive, and our closest confi-
dants may become ill or die.  

Our case studies add further nuance to how we conceive of 
the networks of institutions and personal relationships—
what we call the social infrastructure—that families rely 
upon to create and maintain a sense of stability. First, we 
must acknowledge that relationships are not permanent; 
they begin, and they must eventually end. The ending of 
relationships may occur for reasons outside of one’s control 
(e.g., death), or a person may volitionally end a soured rela-
tionship (e.g., intimate partner violence). Many systems pay 
attention to establishing relationships, but less thought is 
given to how these relationships represented in the system 
might gracefully end or change. One study on 
“unfollowing” behavior in Twitter begins to speak to the 
dynamics at play [21], but little is known about this behav-
ior in relationship to life disruptions specifically. Harass-
ment through text messaging and Facebook stalking pro-
vide two stark examples of technologies that fail to degrade 
gracefully even when one party attempts to prune their so-
cial network or altogether remove themselves from expo-
sure. Similarly, when Facebook began suggesting that users 
“get in touch” with a dead friend, it sharply demonstrated 
how a lack of consideration for changing relationships 
could be problematic [21], and demonstrated the poor tools 
within the technology for dealing with deceased users and 
the variety of friends and family who may each have differ-
ent ideas of appropriate and meaningful ways to mourn and 
remember. 

Relationships are not universally or continually positive; 
relationships can be roller coasters, with periods of great 
happiness offset by periods of anger, resentment, or apathy. 
Bereaved parents sought solace in the home to temporarily 
escape from friends and family and cope with their grief; 
alternately, victims of partner violence may be in relation-
ships fraught with mistrust and anger and need to seek ref-
uge in a shelter. This consideration is relevant to systems 
that aim to design for reciprocity or mutual disclosure 
[2,19]. While there are certainly healthy relationships, it 
may be inappropriate for systems to require such reciproci-
ty given the range of legitimate reservations someone might 
have for allowing this sort of technology-mediated intru-
sion. We must appreciate that human relationships are dy-
namic, and designers cannot presume that a given relation-
ship in a multi-user system exists as a completely positive 
and desirable arrangement.  

A Shifting Socio-Technical Infrastructure 

Disruptions, by their nature, upend the routines, resources, 
and patterns that we follow during “normal” periods. Our 
case studies show us that what we take for granted is actual-
ly subject to destruction or disturbance. These disturbances 
are latent foundational parts of our normal lives that pro-
vide a unique space for inquiry in domestic HCI. However, 
by thinking about the vulnerability of the home’s social and 
technical infrastructures, we see how computing plays a 
part in maintaining, rebuilding, or tearing apart this infra-
structure after a disruption comes to pass. 

Because relationships are dynamic, so too is the support 
that comes from them. The people upon whom we rely to 
install, maintain, and operate personal devices may not al-
ways be available. When an individual dies, bereaved fami-
ly members must make up for a considerable amount of 
technical resourcing and know-how [10,30]. Furthermore, 
the ways in which technologies are packaged and consumed 
sometimes encourage codependence among users; for ex-
ample, a victim of partner violence may find her mobile 
phone deactivated by her abusive partner because they 
signed up for a “family plan.”  

Further, many relationships need some level of infrastruc-
ture stability to maintain continuity. This, in particular, be-
comes a challenge for the episodically homeless discussed 
above. The challenge for the homeless mothers was two-
fold. First, during the initial experience of homelessness 
they might stay with friends and family, but soon that be-
comes burdensome and they are asked to leave. Second, as 
these individuals find themselves evicted from their homes, 
they are also often evicted from their neighborhoods as a 
byproduct of having to move to a shelter or other temporary 
living arrangement.  

In that disruption, we described how Jacquie needed to find 
work that would not encroach on her responsibilities as a 
mother, while Nancy needed to enroll in appropriate disa-
bility and subsidized housing programs. Even so, both ef-
fectively used the system as a way to establish connections 
to new social and material resources. The creation of these 
new resources, and the integration of them into daily rou-
tines constitutes a kind of infrastructuring [42,43] where the 
material resources of the deployed system buttressed the 
formation of routines and social ties with shelter staff. The 
outcome, then, is that technology aimed at supporting fami-
lies coping with homelessness acts not only to connect peo-
ple to needed resources, but also establishes routines around 
those forms of information [31]. These routines become the 
basis for creating a new normal and for supporting the 
mothers as they move toward reestablishing stability in 
their lives. 

For survivors of partner violence, often their abuser isolates 
them from family and friends who can offer support, as a 
way to exert power and control. In both cases, their connec-
tion to social support is strained or simply not feasible. The 
breakdown of the infrastructure of the home, also affects 
the social infrastructure that provides emotional support, 
childcare, transportation, and information about jobs. 



We have shown how social support in the home is subject 
to disruption. During times of disruption, it is clear that the 
socio-technical infrastructures present in the home are also 
vulnerable, and that these breaks in infrastructure serve to 
make them more visible [41]. Our case studies teach the 
lesson that a stable home infrastructure is not always avail-
able to the technology designer. The technical and material 
resources of the home are finite and subject to depletion or 
unavailability. Homelessness presents an obvious example: 
for affected individuals, access to electrical outlets and the 
Internet may be a hard-to-find luxury. Similarly, people 
escaping an abusive partner will find diminished and inter-
mittent access to the technical infrastructure needed to ac-
complish their goals of safety and independence. In be-
reavement, this home’s technical infrastructure may be 
dismantled temporarily as the grieving seek peace and qui-
et, or be subject to degradation over time if the home’s 
technical support specialist has died. 

Privacy from Stigma and Harm 

Life disruptions of the magnitude described in this paper 
share a common theme insofar as users find a new need to 
manage their privacy vis-à-vis the event. During these 
events, information and interaction boundaries shift and 
“bleed over” between what is usually considered private, 
such as the home, and what is considered public. Using 
Altman’s privacy and technology framework, Palen and 
Dourish suggest that what is considered private is reconfig-
ured depending on orientations towards temporality via 
different social groups, and different contexts [36]. Our 
case studies illustrate how, specifically, the context of life 
disruptions may trigger movement and blurring of privacy 
boundaries, and how technology is implicated in these con-
texts. Each of these instances demonstrates the heightened 
need for controlling privacy and the considerable vigilance, 
action, and the technical know-how needed to defend it. 
Considering the details of intimate partner violence helps us 
to paint a vivid picture of Palen and Dourish’s observation 
that privacy is situated and enacted [36].  

Moreover, survivors of intimate partner violence must con-
tend with physical and emotional safety as well as safe ac-
cess to communication technologies. These concerns go 
beyond the common conceptions of privacy and technology 
that arise in response to protecting financial information 
and identity theft. For example, although there are mecha-
nisms to protect the whereabouts of a shelter’s location 
(such as mandating all residents sign a confidentiality 
agreement), there are no similar mechanisms in which to 
cope with new ways to “locate” a person through mobile 
phones and the Internet. Particularly for individuals vested 
in various social networking sites, the public-ness of their 
profiles and their connection to their social network often 
leaves them exposed and accessible to those they are trying 
to escape. 

The larger point here is to draw attention to the complicated 
privacy work that occurs during a life disruption. The inter-
connectedness of place, time, interpersonal relationships, 
and technical possibility beget an intricate privacy-
maintenance process where aspect of life previously 

thought to be safe or stable must be re-evaluated in light of 
a new set of sensitivities, goals, and standards.  

Furthermore, the shifts in boundaries between public and 
private illustrate a need to scaffold nuanced user agency 
with respect to privacy management. For example, when a 
loved one dies, often their Facebook page becomes a sort of 
public memorial, where people share their memories. Yet, 
when intimate partner violence survivors escape, often their 
communication becomes more private. Further, the home-
less may have to give up some privacy to receive social 
services. Homeless people are left with few other choices 
than to rely upon publicly provided services while simulta-
neously attempting to “pass” as having a stable private life 
for their dignity and relationships. In these cases, the mag-
nitude of life disruptions necessitates the intervention of 
public, legal, or governmental agencies. This kind of in-
volvement may result in a loss of control over personal in-
formation. 

As we discussed in the beginning of this paper, HCI and 
CSCW research has only recently come to grapple with 
some of the important differences between work in the 
home and that of the workplace. One example of this came 
from demonstrating that the concept of user identity derived 
from the workplace does not provide the same utility in the 
home—for families where everyone “shares everything,” 
the overhead of individual user logins no longer make sense 
[21]. Based on our fieldwork in diverse contexts, we would 
argue that the challenge to effectively providing shared 
computer resources in the home goes beyond dealing with 
the breakdown in how families use and share login creden-
tials. It is not just that the presumption of what is and is not 
considered private is different, but that the consequences of 
privacy break downs are different as well.   

In particular, life disruptions such as those outlined above 
demonstrate that there are instances where the consequenc-
es of privacy mechanisms are unpredictable. In the case 
study of intimate partner violence, the particulars of the 
context shape the meaning of the information. Often, track-
ing the location of family members has been viewed as an 
instrumental tool in supporting the work of the family [5]; 
however, using a mobile phone to track the location of a 
partner can become a threat to personal safety and is diffi-
cult to manage, particularly since those family members are 
reflexively considered trustworthy.  

Furthermore, systems concerned with privacy need to un-
derstand the home as a place that does, from time to time, 
interface with the public world. The blurring of these 
boundaries complicates what is considered domestic HCI. 
When becoming homeless or escaping partner violence, the 
construct of the private home as a site of inquiry dissolves. 
Private life becomes necessarily more public after moving 
into a shelter and receiving help from different social insti-
tutions. It is also especially apparent in the case of dealing 
with the death of family member. Bereaved parents found 
that important information needed for a public memorial or 
for making arrangements following a death was inaccessi-
ble because it was private (e.g., data from personal comput-



 

ers or internet accounts such as social networking sites or 
email).  

While the previous examples have highlighted the chal-
lenges that arise through domestic disruptions with respect 
to existing technologies, we would also point to ways that 
intentionally designed technology interventions impact pri-
vacy for disrupted families. Prior to the deployment of the 
system to the homeless shelter, communication at the shel-
ter was done on an exclusively face-to-face basis. However, 
once the system had been in use for a couple of months, 
new habits of communicating between the residents and the 
staff began to emerge. Importantly, because the system en-
abled communication to personal devices—residents’ mo-
bile phones—the staff stopped feeling that they needed to 
physically deliver information. This in turn led to a redraw-
ing of social boundaries that empowered residents to com-
municate with the staff as synchronously or asynchronously 
as they chose.  

While this change might seem small, for the homeless 
women in the shelter, being able to regain some sense and 
practice of privacy was important as the rest of their lives 
were so heavily dictated by external impositions from vari-
ous care providers (however well-meaning, necessary, and 
welcomed they may have been). This dynamic also shows 
how technology can constructively re-introduce social 
boundaries rather than break them down as is often as-
sumed to be the case in the contemporary breed of social 
applications. 

Designing for a “New Normal” 

Life disruptions can result in straining or breaking of exist-
ing relationships and access to resources. When this hap-
pens, new relationships are often formed which 
acknowledge the individual’s role in moving towards a new 
normal. A person who loses their home may seek out a 
homeless shelter, and a person in an abusive relationship 
may find a domestic abuse shelter. Similarly, bereaved in-
dividuals may seek out support groups or other places 
where they are able to communicate with other people in 
their situations, and find the resources and information they 
need. This pattern repeats, and shares commonalities with 
other life disruptions (e.g., drug addicts entering rehabilita-
tion centers, alcoholics attending Alcoholics Anonymous).  

This shift towards a new normal as facilitated by new rela-
tionships increasingly involves technology. Technology can 
play a key role in helping members of these groups com-
municate more consistently and satisfyingly. In that sense, 
technology establishes and sustains a new community that 
eases the transition towards a new lifestyle and new rou-
tines following a life disruption. People may also experi-
ence periods of “normal disruption”, such as episodic 
homelessness and abuse, and each of our case studies re-
flect a variance in their levels of permanency. A family that 
becomes homeless may be able to, one day, move back into 
their own home. However, for someone whose child has 
died, there is no way to replace that loss. In this section, we 
wish to draw attention to the idea of “finding a new nor-
mal,” and illuminate how families striving towards a new 

balance in their lives take up technology, and could poten-
tially benefit from new technologies.  

Technologies for Socio-Technical Support 

Members of the HCI and CSCW communities are uniquely 
positioned to develop technologies that allow people who 
are devastated from a severe personal tragedy to find solace 
or comfort. For example, based on the fieldwork with par-
ents who have lost a child, one of the authors is developing 
a system that connects bereaved parents together so that 
they may form mutually-beneficial relationships and move 
forward together in their losses [29].  Similarly, the system 
installed in the homeless shelter demonstrates how technol-
ogy can arm the homeless with an infrastructure that helps 
them achieve a new form of stability. Technology can pro-
vide people with the guidance that they need to ensure their 
continued safety that allows them to connect to social sup-
port—for example, one can imagine the development of a 
“safe phone” that contains different options for blocking 
calls and text messages. 

New technologies give rise to opportunities for new rou-
tines, new traditions, and new ways of making a home (e.g., 
consider the multitudinous ways in which the television has 
changed the way that a “typical evening at home” plays out) 
[32]. There are opportunities to continue to leverage and 
amplify diverse social resources to aid and support individ-
uals and families recovering from a life disruption.  

Designing for Social Interaction During Disruption 

One problem that people facing severe life disruption often 
encounter is the need to explain their situation to interested 
others. However, explaining what has happened is a diffi-
cult prospect for a multitude of reasons, be they related to 
privacy, dignity, or the sensitivity of the topic. As system 
researchers and designers, we need to be aware of these 
concerns as delicate topics come to be expressed through 
new media and new systems expressly designed for social 
and familial interaction.  

When designing for social interactions through technology, 
the principles of social translucence [13] such as visibility, 
awareness, and accountability need to be expanded in the 
context of life disruptions. For example, visibility about 
abuse, homelessness, and death, can often be stigmatizing 
and even dangerous. Similarly, when grieving, the bereaved 
may feel compelled to hide their feelings in professional or 
public settings, where their emotions would cause discom-
fort or unwanted attention. Indeed, many disruptions are 
events that are emotionally charged and not publically ac-
ceptable. There may be criminal or legal issues involved 
(e.g., in intimate partner violence or with drug addiction). 

Often times, people facing homelessness will attempt to 
pass as a “normal” person in order to gain access to services 
and resources. In this case, awareness could prevent access 
to services. We need to realize that the search for a new 
normal implies a need to develop sensitivities to privacy 
and infrastructure access that account for the richness and 
nuance of private life. Technologies that play a role in 
achieving a new normal must be designed in a way that 
prevents them from contributing to the stigma surrounding 
the events of a life disruption.  



Importantly, the role of technology in these cases is not to 
be productive or efficient. It does not necessarily coordinate 
members in the completion of tasks, or determine the fastest 
or easiest route towards recovery. Rather, technology sup-
ports the members of a community as they establish a new 
normal in their own ways. Each life disruption is a unique 
situation, and prescriptive technologies may not offer solu-
tions that work for all. Key to the success of technology in 
dealing with life disruptions is the open-ended and commu-
nicative aspects, and allowing individuals to ask for infor-
mation, or identify and apply it as they see fit. 

Potentially armed with a new appreciation for the pleasant 
parts of personal life—good friends, a reliable income, a 
place to call home—people may even find themselves in 
situations wherein they are more open to new methods for 
rebuilding and sustaining a new lifestyle. As part of achiev-
ing this “fresh start,” people may adopt new technologies 
which make them feel closer to their social networks or 
help them reconfigure old technologies to reflect their new 
way of life. Technology also plays a strongly symbolic role 
in how people achieve this new normal: removing an abu-
sive spouse from your mobile phone plan, changing your 
Facebook status to single, or creating a web memorial for a 
deceased loved one are all opportunities to signal—to one-
self and to others—that life is continuing on. 

CONCLUSION  

Across each of the case studies presented here—intimate 
partner violence, homelessness, and death in the family—
we find opportunities for reflecting on interactive systems 
design that takes in the breadth of experiences that occur 
during life disruptions. Certainly, the case studies we have 
presented exist at the extreme ends of personal disruption: 
they are tragic accounts of some of the most difficult situa-
tions in which a family can find itself. Yet, by examining 
the extremes, we can shed new light on areas of technology 
use and design, particularly recognizing that as technology 
becomes an ever more personal, even intimate, accessory, 
the risk of amplifying negative life events increases. 

The three thematic lenses presented in the discussion ad-
dress a dynamic set of relationships, infrastructures, and 
privacy concerns. These lenses are intended to inform –and 
where applicable, extend – existing understandings of tech-
nology use during the performance daily living. They sug-
gest ways of beginning to think through other sorts of life 
disruptions of other varieties. Through such settings we can 
see both the personal and technical limits, and then from 
those limits, begin to imagine new or modified systems that 
would mitigate rather than exacerbate some of the negative 
consequences.  

Clearly, technology cannot “solve” a death in the family, 
undo the multifarious causes of homelessness, or provide 
physical and psychological protection against an abusive 
partner. But it can be used to mitigate the rippling conse-
quences of each of these disruptive life events. By examin-
ing these extreme situations, we look to broaden how do-
mestic technologies are considered within HCI and open 
discussion about a wider range of concerns when conceptu-
alizing technology use in our personal lives. Ultimately, we 

look to reflect, as designers and as researchers, on the deep-
ly rooted trade-offs that must be reevaluated as our under-
standing of private life becomes more nuanced and robust. 
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