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Abstract 
In this position paper, we focus on a subset of contexts 
in which “biosensing in everyday life” might soon be 
expanding: systems that make use of biosensing data 
to facilitate social interactions based on algorithmic 
interpretations of emotional, physical, or mental state. 
Specifically, we are interested in how biosensing might 
be incorporated into one’s social support network to 
help trigger interpersonal care. We believe that every-
day biosensing technologies could contribute greatly in 
this area, but that critical attention will be needed to 
navigate situations that require tacit or implicit forms of 
care. These forms of care are undermined when the 
care recipient is aware of the caring intentions [1], thus 
requiring a different approach than more explicit form 
of care (which we will expand upon). Through participa-

tion in the “Interrogating Biosensing in Everyday Life” 
workshop, we hope to further develop the tacit care 
lens we discuss in this position paper, and we hope to 
contribute to the group artefact analyses of affective 
systems and biosensing infrastructures. 
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Introduction 
We are interested in how interpersonal caring interac-
tions are or can be mediated by technological interven-
tions. Specifically, we have begun to focus on the kinds 
of caring interactions that are meant to go unnoticed by 
the person receiving care. A sampling of the contexts in 
which we have begun investigating these forms of tacit 
care include: communities of new parents experiencing 
social isolation; cohorts of design students adjusting to 
new subjectivities, altering their sense of identity; and 
charity work that takes place in a community setting 
supporting people with learning difficulties. Through 
these foci, we hope to encourage HCI-related fields to 
see beyond technology only as in service of medicalized 
versions of “care” to a view of care technologies that 
support interpersonal and everyday forms of care.  

As biosensors and biosensing systems increasingly 
become “part of everyday life” [12], we see an oppor-
tunity for such systems to be used to help people make 
sense of these types of interpersonal interactions. 
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Indeed, examples can already be found of applications 
that aim to help one understand one’s relationships. An 
app called pplkpr that can be found on the Apple app 
store “tracks, analyses, and auto-manages your rela-
tionships. Pairing using a smart-watch, pplkpr 
measures your physical and emotional response to the 
people around you, and optimizes your social life ac-
cordingly” [7]. This app encourages one to spend more 
time with friends who help them relax, and less time 
with friends who cause them anxiety or stress. While 
the creators of pplkpr refer to it as “an art project with 
a functional app” [11], it demonstrates that there is an 
opportunity space for similar biosensing systems to be 
used to help us monitor and manage our social and 
emotional relationships with others. Building on this 
and projecting along trends of sharing personal data, it 
is easy to imagine a similar system that would use such 
information to trigger interactions with loved ones and 
friends. Interactions could include notifications that a 
loved one has been upset and could use someone to 
talk to, that a friend has been lonely and could use an 
invitation out for drinks, or that a new community 
member is having a hard time feeling welcomed. 

However, the expressions of care in each of these 
interactions require different levels of emotional aware-
ness and tact. Caring for a friend in an explicit way by 
talking to them about what is upsetting them is differ-
ent from the implicit care required to help someone feel 
included and welcome in a group of friends. In the 
former, the caring intentions of the interaction are 
foregrounded, but in the latter the caring intentions 
must be backgrounded for them to be effective. There-
fore, while it is exciting to think about how biosensing 
systems could directly aid people in caring for each 
other, these interactions need to be thought through 

critically and carefully in order to ensure that the vari-
ous types of care that could be facilitated through these 
interactions will not be undermined (such as in the 
examples at the end of this position paper). We consid-
er this both an opportunity space and a space filled 
with challenges for the design of biosensing systems, 
and we hope to develop a set of lenses or initial guide-
lines that can help system designers understand the full 
implications of sharing an individual’s emotional vulner-
abilities to trigger caring interactions from loved ones 
without undermining the caring intentions. 

Contextualizing tacit care concerns in HCI 
The proposal of theories, lenses, and methods for 
incorporating care into human computer interaction 
design contexts has been an ongoing issue of concern 
in HCI research. While HCI literature and research in 
the domain of healthcare is abundant, the interpersonal 
or social care that people might engage with on an 
everyday basis in technologically-mediated ways is less 
understood. However, when care in the context of 
technology design is discussed, it is often treated as 
separate from everyday life: care has a tendency to 
become oriented to specific settings and contexts (e.g., 
residential care homes [10]; hospital wards [9]); places 
an emphasis on technology to support personal practic-
es of care (e.g., self-care and self-management tech-
nologies [13]); or can, in some cases, lead to the medi-
calization of populations defined as in need of care [20] 
or the formalisation of care relationships [15]. 

The above bodies of work have contributed significantly 
to our knowledge of how to design for certain kinds of 
care, impacting quality of life positively and improving 
health outcomes. However, recent work both within and 
outside of HCI has started to highlight the important 



 

role that care plays more generally in our everyday 
lives. Puig de la Bellacasa argues that we are always 
already intertwined in relations of care [14] and can 
derive joy from helping others as an outgrowth of our 
common humanity. Tronto [19] posits that a vital step 
toward creating a more caring citizenship rests on the 
need to recognize that all humans are interdependent 
beings who experience vulnerability and require care in 
some fashion. HCI scholars have recently built on these 
arguments to: discuss the responsibility designers have 
to those with/for whom they design [6]; demonstrate 
the need for understanding the caring relationships that 
take place between researchers and participants [18]; 
and explicate the caring relationships that can take 
place in technology-centered communities [17]. 

Furthermore, in the context of care there are increas-
ingly blurred boundaries regarding where the formal 
and informal meet. In many European nations, reduc-
ing state budgets have promoted the need for interper-
sonal care that is scaffolded by networks of volunteers, 
neighbours, and people donating their time for other 
community members [16]. In the UK, where many care 
services are provided by not-for-profits and charities, 
what is seen and experienced as care can be broad, 
multi-faceted and ill-defined [2, 3]. In these contexts, 
technologies have the potential to scaffold new forms of 
interpersonal care relationships among community 
members, or indeed capturing and representing forms 
of care that might normally go unnoticed [4]. We have 
begun to use the phrase “everyday care” to refer to 
these types of interdependent forms of care that always 
already take place in interpersonal contexts. Develop-
ing pathways for supporting these everyday care inter-
actions goes beyond traditional notions of “caring” in 
design, which usually emerge alongside discussions of 

empathy, to highlighting the underdetermined nature of 
design practice and the recognition of social complexity 
that accompanies the design and use of technologies.  

Tacit care, HCI, and biosensing 
The above contexts we have introduced represent an 
opportunity space for the design of biosensing systems. 
Just as it is possible to imagine a system that helps 
identify where medical interventions can take place, so 
is it possible to imagine a system that helps to identify 
situations where interpersonal, social, or community 
care interventions can take place. Using pplkpr as an 
example, we can see the potential for systems to at-
tempt to advise us on which of our interpersonal rela-
tionships we should keep and which ones we might 
move away from for the sake of our personal health 
and self-care. Similar interaction patterns could be 
extended to help trigger interpersonal care, including: 
helping individuals feel welcome in a community or 
small group of friends; identifying when one’s identity 
claims could be supported, such as when on claims to 
embody the values of a movement (e.g., “being a 
maker”) to personal identity claims like “I am a funny 
person”; and helping people address loneliness and 
social isolation during life transitions (e.g., moving, 
having a baby, living in a care home). In each of these 
examples there are countless methods for enacting 
these forms of tacit care, such as inviting someone out 
for a beer, patting them on the back or touching their 
arm when they’ve said something funny, asking them 
for help when you do not need it, etc. 

Biosensors are already used to try to understand, track, 
and manage our emotions, from apps that tell us to 
breathe in order calm us down when our heart rate is 
unnecessarily elevated, to apps like pplkpr that claim to 



 

advise us on our emotional relationships. In discussing 
how the social meanings of biosensor data from such 
systems are learned and interpreted, Merrill and Chesh-
ire describe “an opportunity—and a potential danger—
that designers of biosignal-sharing systems can condi-
tion participants to learn (potentially arbitrary) associa-
tions between biosignals and social behaviors” [8]. The 
next step for these assumed “potentially arbitrary” 
associations would be for them to be incorporated into 
the design of systems that make claims about our 
emotions for us. Indeed, in the research through design 
space, Leahu and Senger’s work has relied on biosen-
sors and subsequent emotional interpretations to imag-
ine how machines and humans could collaboratively 
enact emotions, potentially blurring or redrawing “the 
boundary between humans and machines” [5].  

It is easy to imagine a system that, upon noticing a 
negative dip in one’s emotional state, notifies one’s 
friends to try to cheer them up. As personal informatics 
and biosensing systems become more pervasive, this is 
a logical step to take. One of the authors, in fact, has 
recently been asked by a charity group he works with 
to build a system in which one rates how they are 
feeling each day to notify their support network. It is 
only a small step from there to a system that collects 
such information automatically through biosensors. 

But what are the interpersonal implications of “outing” 
someone’s depression? There are benefits to this, of 
course: depression and other negative emotional states 
have the potential to lead to life-threatening situations. 
But the negative consequences may not be well-
understood. If one consents, for example, to allow a 
system to share their emotional state with a few of 
their close friends, then is there a potential for every 

attempt at “cheering up” to be clouded by the uncer-
tainty of whether that interaction was provoked by an 
internal motivation or by the data-collecting system? In 
other words: how would one know that their friend is 
genuinely concerned about their wellbeing or if their 
friend was guilted by a system into spending time with 
them? And how important is that distinction? Other 
questions and concerns that will need to be explored 
include: 1) How can we ensure that the division of 
emotional labor does not become unbalanced?; 2) Does 
an externalized understanding of one’s own emotional 
state implicate one in unnecessary emotional labor 
directed toward themselves? (e.g., agonizing over 
being upset in a situation where one would otherwise 
naturally “get over it”); 3) What unequal power rela-
tions might designers unintentionally perpetuate 
through such designs?; 4) In what ways would such a 
system necessarily flatten the otherwise multi-
dimensional social relations that make us human?; And 
finally, 5) How could the design of such systems help 
us push the currently over-medicalized view of “care” in 
technology disciplines to a view that supports interper-
sonal and everyday forms of care? 

Conclusion 
We plan to develop what we have discussed into lenses 
or guidelines for designing systems that have implica-
tions for such interpersonal interactions, including but 
not limited to systems that incorporate biosensing. Our 
participation in the workshop will help us further devel-
op these ideas, and we believe these discussion points 
will contribute to the group analysis of biosensors and 
biosensing systems. If accepted to the workshop, we 
look forward to curating additional examples of these 
types of systems, as well as to helping shape how this 
work might be continued in future. 
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