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Abstract

Much effort has been expended on developing applications to manage business and personal time.
However, very little has been spent on information technology to manage the modern family’s
busy, complex life. We have performed a photo-diary of family bulletin boards in order to under-
stand how this common coordination tool is used. In this paper, we report on the results of the
photo diaries and discuss their implication for design of an electronic family bulletin board.

1 Introduction

Today’s family can be complex; it can consist of children, parents, ex-spouses, and grandparents.
Usually, both parents work outside the home.  Together, they must supervise children’s schools
and activities, homework, and cooking. In addition, they must maintain their own personal net-
works. This combination of activities makes time a scarce resource and suggests that information
technology might help modern families manage their complex lives. While much effort has been
put into personal and business communication, little effort has yet been spent on intra-family
communication – despite the fact that that the family is by far the most important personal net-
work. Therefore, we have been investigating how families communicate in order to design sys-
tems to support intra-family communication.

Our early interview studies (Nässla & Carr, 2000; Nässla, 2001) pointed to a bulletin board as
being one of the central artifacts for communication among family members. While it may have
taken different forms such as a corkboard or the refrigerator door, every family in these interviews
used a central place for collecting items such as school and sports schedules, Parent-Teacher As-
sociation (PTA) meeting notices, and party invitations. A common problem with these family
bulletin boards was that the information on them was often unavailable when needed. (The family
member was not at home!) However, an electronic bulletin board could be available from work via
the Internet. With the carefully designed software, it could even be available from a mobile phone.
But, this design needs to be based how families use their bulletin boards.

Ethnographic field studies may seem to be ideal for investigating how a family manages its infor-
mation flow, and how it uses a bulletin board. However, even a quick-and-dirty ethnography study
tends to include several days of continuous fieldwork, which in another’s home is likely to be
undesirable if not unacceptable

Methods must be selected to develop an understanding of the phenomenon under investigation in



its own terms (O'Brien & Rodden, 1997). The use of diaries for self-documentation may be seen
as a tool for research in the home that achieves a relatively high standard of objectivity (Rieman,
1993). Personal interactions are a key part of a successful study, and the participants must be con-
vinced to make a considerable effort. (Indeed, the father in the first family had just purchased a
digital camera and was very interested in using it in this study.) It is very important to let the par-
ticipants use their own ways to document their lives, when using this kind of self-documentation
(Ellegård & Nordell, 1997). The use of photo diaries would allow a longer field study of the fam-
ily, instead of just occasional visits to their home, while simultaneously providing a fairly non-
intrusive way of registering what happens.

In order to understand the type of data on the bulletin board and how it changed over time, we
collected detailed information from three families. For two of these families, we were also able to
follow changes for 3-4 weeks by collecting a photo diary of their bulletin boards. The families
took still photos of their bulletin board whenever new notes appeared or disappeared.

2 Investigating Family Bulletin Boards

2.1 Procedure

We have chosen to use diary studies to investigate the families' use of their bulletin boards. To
facilitate this, the families were given a disposable camera, and instructed to take pictures of their
bulletin board as soon as something happened on it, whether new notes came up on it or old notes
were taken away. The diaries were kept for 3-4 weeks.

After collecting all the photographs and information about the shown notes, we analyzed the pho-
tos with regard to what kind of notes were there and in what way the notes were part of the family
life. After this analysis, we went back to the families to discuss our findings:

• By whom, and in what way were the notes handled?
• Did the placement in the home affect the use of the bulletin board?
• Were there different areas on the bulletin board used for different kinds of notes?

2.2 The Families

The families, themselves, all consisted of two parents with one or two children. They could be
considered “information technology mature” in that they owned at least one home computer with
an Internet connection. Table 1 summarizes the families with respect to common aspects. In addi-
tion to their bulletin board, families one and two used a family calendar for long-term planning.

Table 1: The families and theirs activities

Aspect \ Family 1 2 3
Children (age) 9 6, 12 12
PCs / Internet access 3 / modem 2 / modem 1 / broad band
First PC (years ago) 20 10 ?
Activities/associations Condo association Politics, sports Sports
Bulletin board type Corkboard Refrigerator door Paper clip of notes



2.3 The Bulletin Boards

The bulletin boards were fairly dynamic although the number of notes did not vary greatly. For
example, family one began and ended the diary with 13 notes on the bulletin board. However, six
new notes appeared during the diary period, and six notes disappeared. In addition, one of the
notes disappeared and re-appeared during the three-week study period. The second family had 12
notes when their diary began and 21 when their diary ended. In total, 12 new notes appeared, three
notes disappeared, and seven notes went up and down again during the four weeks. The third fam-
ily had 10 notes collected at the instance we examined them. (See Table 2.)

Table 2: The bulletin boards

Aspect \ Family 1 2 3
Place Entrance Refrigerator Entrance
Notes in beginning 13 12 10
New notes 6 12 -
Notes that disappeared 6 3 -
Notes that appeared and disappeared 1 7 -

All of the notes have a story; some of the notes were temporarily on the bulletin board, while
others stayed there for a longer period of time. To illustrate, the first family (Figure 1) had a
school schedule (upper left corner), telephone numbers (top part), things to carry away from home
(to the right, near the front door), and archival material (bottom part). New notes were placed in
the center and moved later toward the edges. The limited area available resulted in notes hanging
over the edges. The second family (Figure 2) had a school schedule (top center), recipes and arti-
cles (top left and right), school, sport and after-school items (lower left and right), and things to be
handled by the parents (just below the school schedule). New notes were placed in the lower cen-
ter and moved upward with age. The third family collected all notes, such as schedules, sport
activities, library information, and lottery tickets in a paper clip at the entrance to their home. This
family placed new notes on top.

Regarding the children’s use of the bulletin board, we noticed that:
1. The 6-year old son in Family 2 had a note on the refrigerator door with his first written

1. School schedule, 
changed after 3 weeks, 
then valid for 6 months 

2. Phone list of the son’s 
friends, about a year 
old. 

3. Autumn school vaca-
tion, inquiry about 
son’s daytime activities 

4. PTA meeting notice, 
recently arrived 

5. Son’s passport appli-
cation, stored here, has 
been attached for a year 

Figure 1: The bulletin board from Family 1.



sentence. He was not aware of it, but his mother was proud of it.
2. The 9-year old son in Family 1 was not tall enough to reach the school schedule
3. The 12-year old son in Family 2 used the school schedule everyday and also sometimes

wrote notes on the refrigerator door
4. The son in Family 3 was also old enough to be responsible for his activities, so he read

relevant notes himself, although his parents also reminded him.

The notes on the families' bulletin boards seemed to be of three distinctive characters: short term,
long term, and archival. Short-term notes consisted of things like coupons or party invitations with
a lifetime of a couple of weeks. Long-term notes would clearly be present for many months. They
were things such as children’s school schedules. Finally, there were notes such as the electric
company’s phone number for reporting power outages. This type of note would clearly remain
indefinitely. Both families reported that they placed notes “anywhere there was room”. However,
the photo diaries revealed a clear pattern. The first family placed new notes in the center, and older
notes migrated to the edges. The second family placed new notes on the bottom, and notes moved
up as they aged. The third family placed all notes in a pile using a paper clip.

3 Conclusions

In this study, the use of three family bulletin boards has been observed by obtaining photo diaries.
The diaries have been studied in order to obtain requirements for an electronic bulletin board.
Although a limited number of bulletin boards were involved, some preliminary implications for
design can be drawn.

• Paper must be accommodated: Although many of the notes may be distributed in
electronic form in the future, paper will probably still be in use (e.g., rebate coupons

 

1. School schedule, 
lasts for a semester 

2. An article, that 
ought to be read 
several times 

3. Auto safety inspec-
tion, reminder to 
schedule a visit 

4. Sport center, 
opening hours 

5. PTA meeting, 
invitation that has 
recently arrived 

Figure 2: The refrigerator door from Family 2.



and free tickets). That means there will be a need for places to attach paper notes on the
electronic bulletin board, perhaps in the form of a corkboard.

• Note browsing and management must be supplied: Both families used more space
than is likely to be available on a display, yet notes often overlapped and hung over the
edges. Clearly, miniaturization, browsing, and organization functions will be needed.
However, each family’s own note placement method should be accommodated.

• No special design for children must be created: Although much of the material con-
cerned the children in the families, it was clearly manipulated by the parents for chil-
dren younger than about twelve. By this age, the children can read and can be expected
to operate the same interface as their parents.

There are also a number of issues that require further investigation. While we are convinced that
paper must be accommodated, the question of how remains. Should the bulletin board include a
tangible interface and integrate both physical and electronic notes? Or, should physical notes be
scanned and then manipulated only in electronic form? In order to make the added complication of
a computerized bulletin board pay off, the bulletin board must be accessible from remote loca-
tions. How a remote interface is formed also requires research. An Internet based interface can
mimic the home interface, but on a PDA or mobile phone the screen may be too small. Therefore,
we need to investigate whether it is better to browse over a smaller graphical representation of the
bulletin board, or if it is better to use a content-based interface such as a text-based list of notes.

In conclusion, we believe the information obtained in this study can form the basis for expanding
the usefulness of family bulletin boards by enabling them to be remotely accessed.
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