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ABSTRACT 
The research aims to investigate the affordances of 
everyday technologies to enhance the familial experience 
of eating together, and discuss how specific aspects of 
family mealtimes informed the development of a novel 
system ‘Chorus’. We begin with concerns related to 
ethical and value centric design aspects of technology 
usage during family mealtimes. We use a framework 
proposed by Kentaro Toyama [2] to understand the 
familial concerns, intentions, and attitudes towards 
technology usage during their meals. Using this 
framework, we ask if the currently available and used 
technologies inspire and support various aspects of 
commensality in the family. We take these understandings 
into the design of a design intervention that transforms 
personal devices into a communal shared display on the 
table to enrich mealtime interactions and experience. In 
doing so, we note the nuanced ways in which technology 
usage can correspond to different aspects of commensality 
including reminiscing, educating, socializing, and bonding 
between the family members. 

CCS CONCEPTS 
• Human-centered computing → Human computer 
interaction (HCI) → Empirical studies in HCI  
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Research Description 
The practice of shared eating brings people together and 
inspires social integration and establish or reinforce 
common identities among the participants [1]. What is 
underexplored here is the possible role and significance of 
technologies in contributing to togetherness during such 
commensal meals. If commensality is considered as 
melding “the public and private spheres” by including some 
people (who have been invited to share in the meal) and 
excluding others (who are not), we ask if the same can be 
said about associated technology and media consumption. 
We ask if the current and commonly available 

technologies (e.g., television, smartphones, etc.) can be 
designed to create this inclusion among the family 
members that commensurate with their commensal 
experience. Is technology able to act as a socially 
integrative force during mealtimes?  

Toyama [2] explained that any successful 
technological intervention for a social cause needs to have 
three essential features present in all the relevant 
stakeholders: good intention, discernment, and self-
control, or the “heart, mind, and will” as he coined it. This 
is because, he argued, the social problems have their 
origins in human factors - it is not technologies that create 
(or solve) the problem, but it is always the people. Also, 
technologies cannot make up for non-technological 
deficiencies. So, in accordance with [2], we ask how 
families manage the presence of ICTs during their 
mealtimes, as despite the criticism, popular ICTs such as 
television and mobile devices are increasingly available 
and used during mealtimes. Which features of the 
available ICTs support specific aspects of commensality? 
How we can design to support togetherness among the 
family members during mealtimes?  

We investigated these issues by comparing the 
currently used technologies with the developed prototype 
during family mealtimes. We focused on the changes 
brought upon the commensal experience by the developed 
technology and investigated how everyday happenings 
become mealtime conversation topic, form a storyline in 
that way, and become a repository of notable happenings 
throughout the day for the families. We discuss which of 
these are unique to the mealtime practices and which can 
be generalized to other social settings. In this way, this 
research completes a story that investigates the potential 
role of ICTs during family mealtimes. 
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