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Abstract 
Major life events such as marriage, birth/adoption of a 
child, making a career change, or starting to care for an 
aging parent are becoming increasingly common topics 
for discussion using a variety of information 
communication technologies. In this workshop 
submission, I extend the concept of “major life event” 
to include comparatively short, often unpredicted and 
surprising occurrences in the form of disasters and 
mass emergencies that may happen to any population, 
at any time. There is substantial possibility for 
productive interaction and cooperation across the CHI 
community for thinking about tactics and approaches to 
technology design that focus on many types of major 
life events. 
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Introduction 
The use of technology—particularly social media—to 
announce, reflect upon, discuss or otherwise 
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communicate about major life events has quickly 
become assumed behavior for many Internet and 
technology users. Sharing details of an engagement, 
posting photos of a newborn baby, or providing 
information about a memorial service via information 
communication technologies (ICT) are now often 
considered routine and expected activities when a 
significant change has taken place in one’s life.  

Given the focus of this workshop on designing 
technology for major life events, I would like to further 
explore the notion of major life event, and extend it to 
include unexpected, relatively short-lived events that 
take place often without warning, and with little time to 
prepare or think about how one will react. The use of 
social media during disasters and mass emergencies is 
well known and well documented [1,5,6,7]. The study 
of how members of the public, formal response 
agencies, non-governmental organizations and other 
interested groups use (and in many cases re-imagine) 
social media in these time- and safety-critical situations 
is now giving way to the next phase—namely, how do 
we design technologies that harness the useful, 
interesting, and rich information that is broadcast via 
the Internet during such events?  

Social Media in Crisis 
When a mass emergency or sudden crisis takes place, 
those in the affected area as well as concerned 
outsiders take to social media to gather information, 
organize relief efforts, check on the well-being of 
friends and loved ones, offer support, and ask 
questions [5,6,7]. However, during such situations, so 
many Facebook posts, Flickr photos, and Twitter 
messages are broadcast that it can be difficult if not 
impossible to find the information that is most 

personally meaningful to a given individual. How can 
people harness the power of social media and 
microblogging to locate tactical, actionable information 
in fraught and time-sensitive situations? We know the 
helpful information is out there, so how do we design 
tools that allow people to find it?  

Challenges in this area include how to design backend 
processes to handle a mass volume of data, how to 
organize these data in real-time, and how information 
can be verified (or not) for purposes of acting upon it. 
Questions regarding the end-users of tools involve ease 
of use, clear presentation of information, ability to 
specify what data they are interested in collecting or 
viewing, and protecting against information overload. 

Designing Technology for Disaster 
There is great potential for synergy between the 
communities that design technologies that focus on 
traditional notions of major life events [2,3] and the 
communities that focus on technology use and design 
during mass emergencies [2,5,6,7]. Providing a 
technological outlet or tool that makes the lives of 
victims, sufferers, and the bereaved easier is a difficult 
and emotionally challenging task. It is also a task that 
will benefit from further conversation among a varied 
group of researchers and practitioners, which this 
workshop aims to accomplish. 

Workshop Contributions 
I aim to explore the role of technology (particularly 
social media) as a constant in one’s life, and how that 
constant is reinterpreted or seen anew when a sudden 
life change occurs. In addition, I would like to consider 
the ways in which technology is harmful or potentially 
threatening in such situations, and think about how to 



 

design for users that may encounter any number of 
emotions in the fraught and stressful circumstances 
brought about by a major life event. 
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