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ABSTRACT 
Nowadays, even the most intimate areas of our private life are 
mediated by digital technologies, including commercial 
applications for reproductive health, pregnancy and childcare. 
These areas have historically been seen as women’s 
responsibilities, but men are becoming increasingly involved as 
they take on more active roles in parenthood. However, within the 
discipline of Human-Computer Interaction (HCI), studies have 
focused primarily on motherhood and women’s experiences with 
reproduction, leading to a research gap on men’s perspectives. 
This is why in my PhD project I aim to explore how intimate 
digital technologies mediate and co-construct contemporary 
experiences of reproduction and fatherhood. To achieve this, I 
will put user experiences into conversation with the interaction 
design of commercially available applications a) to study men’s 
perspectives in and with intimate digital technologies used in the 
context of reproduction and fatherhood; and b) to provide a 
critical feminist analysis of the socio-cultural entanglements of 
these technologies with gender relations. I plan to employ a 
qualitative approach including interviews, walkthrough analyses 
and digital ethnography, culminating in a series of co-design 
workshops. Note: this text represents the research proposal for my 
dissertation and is therefore subject to change. 

Computing (X) crisis: The crisis in computing I am addressing in 
my work is one of continuing gender inequality in the private 
sphere, and the role of digital technologies in reproducing rather 
than challenging gender norms in their design. With my research, 
I aim to contribute to the field of computing and HCI by 
introducing a unique, but currently missing perspective on men 
and masculinities within the context of reproduction and 
fatherhood. Therefore, my proposal in relation to the conference 
title is “computing THROUGH crisis” – meaning that I believe 
we can work through the crisis of social inequality and towards 

a better future if we recognize computing technologies as central 
actors in shaping these complex and intimate socio-cultural 
realities of gender; take a critical feminist perspective in studying 
the gendering effects of technologies; and together imagine an 
alternative future of computing, in which technologies support 
rather than hinder our efforts to achieve gender equality. 

CCS CONCEPTS 
• Human-centered computing → Human computer interaction 
(HCI) → Empirical studies in HCI 
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1 Introduction 
Digital technologies have become an integral part of our everyday 
lives, families and relationships. With the rise of tracking 
technologies and mobile applications it is now common for people 
to collect personal data about themselves and their lives for a 
variety of purposes [14] and this includes even the most intimate 
areas of life, such as (reproductive) health and bodies, pregnancy 
and parenting. With this in mind it is safe to say that many of our 
intimate everyday experiences are mediated by technology, or to 
take it even further - we as humans are entangled with our 
technologies [15]. Following Blackwell [7], we can see how 
“technology becomes a lens through which to understand being 
human in a changing world.” 

One aspect of our world that is changing are gender relations, 
as we move away from the historical division between 
reproduction and production. A majority of women in western 
countries are participating in the labor market and men 
increasingly take on more responsibility in the home and with 
childcare, rather than acting as the main breadwinner. This can be 
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attributed to changing paternity leave policies as well as 
individual and societal expectations concerning contemporary 
fatherhood. But still, men are far from taking on the role of an 
equal partner, as is evident when it comes to parental leave taking, 
childcare, housework and mental load [e.g. 10, 11, 28, 32]. This is 
even true for the Nordic countries, like Sweden [27, 30], which 
are often regarded as role models on gender equality. Men are also 
considered secondary when it comes to reproduction, despite an 
emerging body of research on paternal effects showing that men’s 
health, lifestyle and age matters not only for fertility, but also for 
the health outcomes of their children [26]. This shows that gender 
equality still faces significant challenges, especially considering 
the area of reproduction and parenthood, which is characterized 
by biological realities on the one hand, and essentialized socio-
cultural assumptions and gendered norms on the other hand. 

Understanding technology and society as mutually shaping 
each other [25], I am reasoning that digital technologies as socio-
cultural artifacts might reflect some of these societal conditions in 
their design and therefore shape user’s perceptions of and 
experiences with them, as well as enable or restrict certain courses 
of action. Following Bardzell’s [6] call for Feminist HCI, there 
have been increasing numbers of studies on women’s 
(reproductive) health and motherhood in HCI, but studies on men 
and masculinities have been mostly lacking so far. This is why in 
my PhD project I plan to explore the men’s perspectives and their 
use of digital technologies from reproduction to parenthood. 
Raising the question of men in this particular context originates 
from a social justice motivation in line with Feminist HCI, as I 
believe that an improved understanding of men’s perspectives on 
intimate digital technologies can ultimately lead to a more gender 
equal distribution of reproductive and parental responsibilities. 

1.1 Related work 
It has been over ten years ago that HCI put motherhood and 
related technologies on the research agenda, focusing on issues 
such as pregnancy and care-taking [5]. Despite acknowledging the 
importance of such major life transformations for both women 
and men, there is little research on fathers, with a few notable 
exceptions. Ammari and Schoenebeck [2, 3] published on 
fatherhood and Social Media, and Lu et al. [23, 24] on social 
aspects and collaborative pregnancy tracking. Others have taken a 
design-oriented approach, for example designing for fertility 
tracking as a shared experience [17] or creating wearable artefacts 
to share the pregnancy experience with the father/partner, e.g. [9] 
and [21]. Researchers in media and communication studies and 
gender studies have also studied related applications, such as 
Langton’s [19] PhD project on baby tracking applications or 
Thomas et al.’s [31] discourse analysis of fatherhood in pregnancy 
apps. These are just a few examples, as I am currently working on 
compiling a comprehensive overview of related work from 
various relevant disciplines. However, based on the preliminary 
results so far it appears that there is a research gap in HCI on 
men’s perspectives on intimate digital technologies used in the 
context of reproduction and fatherhood. 

1.2 Aim and research question 
The aim of my dissertation is to explore how intimate digital 
technologies mediate and co-construct contemporary experiences 
of reproduction and fatherhood. I plan to put user experiences into 
conversation with the interaction design of commercially 
available applications to study men’s perspectives in and with 
intimate digital technologies used in the context of reproduction 
and fatherhood; and to provide a critical feminist analysis of the 
socio-cultural entanglements of these technologies with gender 
relations. To operationalize this, I ask the following questions: 

1. RQ: What is men’s perspective on the use of digital 
technologies for reproduction and parenthood? 

2. RQ: How is the design of these artefacts entangled with 
socio-cultural norms related to reproduction and parenthood? 

3. RQ: How can we design intimate digital technologies that 
support the unique needs and experiences of men/fathers 
during conception, pregnancy and fatherhood? 

The dissertation is planned as a compilation thesis and it will 
consist of five studies exemplifying these overarching questions, 
which are described below. The studies are conceptualized as 
following a typical ‘reproductive timeline’, covering experiences 
and technologies related to fertility and (pre-)conception, 
pregnancy, the newborn stage and fatherhood and culminating in a 
co-design workshop exploring alternative design futures. The red 
thread connecting all studies is a critical feminist perspective in 
studying men and masculinities, which means that I not only want 
to understand the status quo, but also criticize it and look at 
potential alternatives, in particular from a gender equality 
perspective. 

I aim to contribute to the field of HCI in multiple ways: first, 
by suggesting to put men’s reproductive health and fatherhood on 
the research agenda; second, by introducing theoretical concepts 
from Critical Studies of Men and Masculinities (CSMM) into the 
field; third, through conducting empirical studies focusing on men 
and fathers, therefore centering them as a user group of intimate 
digital technologies and providing an improved understanding of 
their role for gender equality. The geographical context is limited 
to the Nordic countries, in particular Sweden, as this provides the 
cultural background for studying men’s increasing engagement in 
reproduction and parenthood based on a shared understanding of 
gender equality as a societal goal. 

2 Theoretical framework 
Due to the interdisciplinary nature of HCI and of my particular 
topic, I situate my research on the cross-section between feminist 
HCI, critical studies of men and masculinities (CSMM) and 
(feminist) science and technology studies (STS). 

Many of the onto-epistemological perspectives and 
entanglement theories Frauenberger [15] picks up on in his 
proposal of a fourth wave in HCI resonate with my understanding 
of humans and technology in the world, especially within the 
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context of intimate digital technologies. This includes for example 
a relational ontology, questioning the inherent separateness of 
humans and technology and emphasizing the importance of 
understanding the world as a socio-material configuration [15]. So 
far, I have started to engage with Actor-Network Theory, Agential 
Realism and socio-materiality, figuring out how I can think with 
these perspectives to make sense of my empirical material. This is 
also is where the connection theoretical connection with (feminist) 
STS becomes apparent. 

In her scoping review on masculinities in HCI, Seaborn [29] 
points out the importance of recognizing not only women but also 
men as gendered in order to not conceal men and masculinities 
and to address men as agents for necessary social change. This in 
line with basic premises of CSMM, which emphasizes the 
importance of conducting research on men as gendered beings, as 
well as seeing men and masculinities as socially constructed in a 
particular context, and including both the material and the 
discursive, all while highlighting a critical view on men’s position 
within gendered power relations derived from feminist 
scholarship [16]. As I position my research within this critical 
tradition on masculinities and gender relations, I consider my 
research as following Bardzell’s [6] call for including gender 
perspectives into HCI research. 

Within the topical area of men, masculinities and reproduction 
there is a small range of work to build upon, such as Almeling’s 
[1] historical and political overview of men’s reproductive health, 
Daniels’ [12] four common misconceptions about reproductive 
masculinity and Lohan’s [22] theoretical framework, which is 
“feminism-informed, reflecting on the social shaping of intimate 
relationships across societies, on the materiality of the body, and 
on technologies in intimate relationships.” She also notes the 
importance to consider how both the institutional organization of 
social life and everyday experiences of men are interconnected 
[22]. As her framework covers central theoretical aspects of my 
research topic, I will engage with it further to see how I could use 
it as analytical tool in my own work. I will also consider emergent 
[18], caring [13] and hybrid [8] masculinities as analytical lens to 
understand how men/fathers might contest common masculinity 
ideals and how they develop new masculine identities and 
practices. 

3 Outline of planned studies 
Here I provide a short overview and description of the five studies 
I am planning to conduct: 

1. Construction of men’s role in fertility tracking/reproductive 
health technologies 

Following Bacchi [4], I ask how fertility tracking apps 
represent reproduction, and in particular men's role in 
reproduction, to find out how the ‘problem’ of reproduction is 
constructed in reproductive health technologies. For this, I plan to 
study the design, discourses and visuals used by apps and related 

materials such as websites and social media, using Bacchi’s [4] 
‘what’s the problem represented to be?’ framework to guide my 
analysis. 

2. Men’s/partner’s experiences of using pregnancy apps 

The second study focuses on men’s perspectives in the context 
of pregnancy apps, asking how the partners' experience of 
pregnancy is shaped by the use of pregnancy apps, and how the 
partner is addressed in the content and interaction design of 
pregnancy apps. Here I will put results from an interview study 
with fathers/partners into conversation with the results from 
walkthrough analyses [20] of pregnancy apps they used. 

3. Collaborative use of baby tracking apps by new parents 

Moving on to new parents and their shared use of technology 
in childcare, I will explore these questions: How is the 
entanglement of baby tracking apps and parent-child relationships 
perceived by new parents? How might these apps support or 
hinder an equal distribution of care work? For this, dyadic 
interviews with couples of newborn babies and their collaborative 
tech-supported practices will be central. 

4. Fatherhood and masculinity on social media 

This study considers the importance of representations of 
fatherhood online, asking how fatherhood and masculine identity 
is constructed by ‘dad influencers’ and their communities through 
the use of social media. Using digital ethnography, I plan to 
explore why some fathers engage as 'dad influencers', how they 
portray contemporary fatherhood and masculinity online and what 
role social media use plays for them. 

5. Co-designing alternative digital futures with fathers 

Building on the results from previous studies, I want to invite 
fathers to co-design workshops to tackle the question: How can 
we design intimate digital technologies that support the unique 
needs and experiences of men/fathers during conception, 
pregnancy and fatherhood? 
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