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Abstract
Digital technologies play a role in the cognitive work of managing
households, yet much of this labour remains invisible, making it
harder to share, delegate, or value. Existing tools support household
tasks but focus on visible activities such as chores or planning, leav-
ing unclear how hidden domestic labour is supported. To address
this, we surveyed 50 participants and conducted qualitative analysis.
We found that value-driven labour, such as managing household
vision and values, shapes other labours yet remains least visible
and hardest to delegate. Domains like inclusion and special events
appear salient in everyday life yet remain largely unsupported by
current tools. We found that while family management is collabo-
rative, most tools remain oriented to single users. We contribute an
empirical mapping of digital support and gaps across six forms of
family management labour, and offer a foundation for anticipating
how emerging domestic technologies may support or inadvertently
reshape this work.
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• Human-centered computing→ HCI theory, concepts and
models; Empirical studies in HCI ; User centered design; Field stud-
ies.
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1 Introduction
Digital technologies increasingly mediate the work of managing
households, from personal productivity tools to smart home sys-
tems. Many tools support visible, physical domestic tasks such as
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cooking, cleaning, or childcare, for example, a smart washing ma-
chine that sends a notification when a cycle ends [12, 56]. While
such features address the mechanical task, they leave untouched the
hidden layers of labour that surround laundry. Beyond folding or
putting clothes away, this labour involves anticipating when items
are needed, balancing competing priorities (e.g. school uniforms
versus work clothes), responding to disruptions such as spills or
weather changes, and negotiating standards of cleanliness within
the household. These activities involve subtle value-driven judge-
ments and continual replanning, yet remain largely unsupported
by current technologies.

Some of these cognitive labours, such as financial planning and
scheduling, are increasingly acknowledged in HCI and addressed
by widely adopted tools like banking apps and shared calendars
[29, 52]. However, other forms of family management labour re-
main conceptually and practically underexplored. Feminist and
sociological researchers have begun to define and categorise these
labours [16, 45, 46], while technology scholars have shown that
domestic technologies can both obscure and exacerbate household
dynamics, introducing new burdens, reinforcing outdated norms,
or encoding structural inequalities [31, 41, 56].

The failure to adequately value, support, or redistribute hidden
cognitive labour has been linked to significant personal and societal
costs [23, 40, 49]. While prior work in HCI has offered knowledge
that supports important interventions into family collaboration,
personal information management (PIM), automation and smart
home design [5, 24, 39, 43], there is limited research into how tech-
nologies such as smart home systems, family productivity apps,
and AI-assisted services interact with the full range of domestic
cognitive labour, particularly its emotional, value-driven, and less
structured aspects. These gaps may exist because much domestic
cognitive labour is fragmented across daily routines and resists the
neat formalisation that digital systems rely on.

As concerns about care, time scarcity and household coordi-
nation gain visibility in policy, media and commercial discourse,
digital systems are increasingly promoted as solutions to domestic
pressure [24]. Histories of domestic automation show that tech-
nologies repeatedly enter the home with the promise of easing this
strain, even as they tend to reframe rather than remove underlying
labour [25, 56]. Contemporary smart home systems, family pro-
ductivity apps and AI-assisted services extend this trajectory: they
offer assistance with planning, scheduling and monitoring but do
not engage with the anticipatory, interpretative and value-driven
work that organises everyday family life. Understanding hidden
family management labour is therefore essential for HCI, because
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as new systems mediate cognitive and emotional work they may
support it, displace it, or reorganise it in ways that remain poorly
understood.Without a clear account of this labour, design risks rein-
forcing inequalities or obscuring forms of work that are meaningful,
relational and consequential.

This paper addresses that gap. We investigate six distinct forms
of hidden family management labour, drawing on sociological and
feminist taxonomies to structure a qualitative survey of 50 par-
ticipants. We analysed responses using two complementary ap-
proaches: a content analysis to compare participant experiences
against existing taxonomies, and a thematic analysis to surface
broader patterns in how technologies are used, avoided, or emo-
tionally experienced. These methods allowed us to both situate
our findings within and extend current frameworks, linking an
established and emerging taxonomy to digital tool use, while high-
lighting tensions and opportunities that design might address. We
contribute empirical insights by surfacing participants’ accounts
of value-driven meta-labour, described here as Life-Crafting, the
ongoing work of managing household vision and values, and how
they describe it as coordinating and shaping other forms of family
work. Participants’ accounts suggest that value-driven meta-labour
underpins other forms of family work and shapes how technologies
are interpreted, assessed, and incorporated into daily routines. This
form of labour is highly fragmented, often invisible, and poorly
supported by current technologies, particularly in complex or hy-
brid domains such as inclusion, special events1, and life balance.
We show that participants often describe family management as
collaborative, while the tools participants used are commonly indi-
vidualised.

These insights matter for HCI because they reframe domestic
technology design beyond efficiency and task support. They posi-
tion the relational, value-driven, and meaning-making aspects of
family life as central to user experience and a frontier for design
innovation. We argue that addressing these gaps opens opportu-
nities for technologies that surface hidden work, redistribute re-
sponsibilities, and strengthen the connections that make family life
meaningful. By grounding design in the lived realities of hidden
family work, our analysis offers a foundation for anticipating how
emerging domestic technologies, including AI-driven and agen-
tic systems, may either support this labour or risk reshaping it in
unintended ways.

1.1 Positionality Statement
Our research is driven by a desire to use technology to improve
equality and quality of life within the domestic space. We share a
widely held feminist belief that gender is largely a social construct,
one that has a role in shaping and is shaped by technology. Each
of us, in our own way, identifies as a family manager, by which
we mean those who take on the cognitive and emotional work of
coordinating family life [46]. This experience inevitably shapes how
we interpret and value the forms of labour we investigate. This posi-
tionality shaped the questions we asked, the examples we attended

1We use “special events” as shorthand for moments participants described as standing
out from routine, such as religious or cultural observances, celebrations, and life
important transitions.

to, and how we interpreted both enjoyment and burden in partici-
pants’ accounts. We return to this in our reflexive thematic analysis
and discussion, where we reflect on how our standpoint as feminist
HCI researchers and design practitioners informs our reading of
the data and the risks we highlight for future technologies.

2 Background and Related Work
In this section, we draw on literature from sociology and HCI on
family, cognitive household labour, domestic technology, personal
information management, and the relationship between technology
and hidden labours, in order to understand how these domains
inform the design and use of digital tools in the home.

2.1 Cognitive and Emotional Labour in the
Home

While domestic labour is often associated with physical tasks such
as cooking, cleaning, and childcare, feminist and sociological re-
search draws attention to the cognitive and emotional work that
also sustains family life. Here, “family” is understood broadly, in-
cluding nuclear, blended, same-sex, single-parent, or multi-species
households with pets [27, 36, 54]. United by intentional relation-
ships, mutual support, and care rather than traditional structure
[60].We focus on the cognitive and emotional labours carried out by
those who see themselves as family managers. Following Robertson
et al. [46], we define family management labour as “family-related
mental labour,” or more broadly, “thinking performed for the sake
of accomplishing family goals.” Prior research often refers to this
as the gendered mental load, reflecting its unequal distribution and
historical association with women [9, 15, 40]. We use the term fam-
ily management labour to avoid reinforcing gendering, while still
recognising its history and dynamics.

Two related concepts underpin this work. Cognitive labour in
the family context includes anticipating needs, generating options,
making decisions, and monitoring outcomes, often invisible and
mentally taxing [9, 15, 23]. Emotional labour describes managing
one’s own and others’ emotions to maintain family harmony, like-
wise invisible and unequally distributed, often falling to women
and marginalised groups [21, 47].

These less visible forms of labour include planning meals, manag-
ing schedules, anticipating needs, andmonitoringwellbeing [29, 52].
They are typically hidden because they are mental, embedded in
other activities, and anticipatory rather than reactive [15]. In prac-
tice, much of this work is invisible to others in and around the
household (partners, children, extended family), and to institu-
tions and designers, because it is folded into everyday routines
rather than recognised as work in its own right. This invisibility
is compounded by cultural assumptions that such work is natural,
intuitive, or an expression of care rather than skilled labour [23].
Scholars argue that this invisibility matters because it obscures the
scale and complexity of the work, making it harder to recognise,
value, and share [45]. It also conceals the emotional and relational
dimensions that sustain household wellbeing. Without recognition,
this labour remains unequally distributed and unsupported, limiting
possibilities for intervention, including technological support.

The research into hidden cognitive labours describes stages of
cognitive family management such as anticipation, identification,
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decision making, and monitoring [14]. In emotional labour research,
Gross’s Extended Process Model (EPM) conceptualises regulation
as identifying the need to intervene, selecting a strategy, and imple-
menting it [20]. These cognitive and emotional labours are largely
internal, embedded, and rarely documented. For example, support-
ing a toddler through potty training is not a single task but a cascade
of cognitive and emotional adjustments. Parents must anticipate
readiness and possible challenges, preparing the household with
spare clothes, cleaning supplies, and protective covers. They iden-
tify approaches by seeking advice from health professionals, family,
or online communities, often weighing conflicting recommenda-
tions. They decide which strategies fit their family’s values and
their child’s temperament, whether to reward, wait patiently, or
enforce routines. They monitor progress daily: noting accidents,
encouraging successes, soothing frustrations, and adapting contin-
gency plans for trips outside the home. Alongside these cognitive
steps, parents regulate emotions: hiding frustration when progress
stalls, finding ways to soothe an anxious child, or practising pa-
tience to maintain a supportive environment. These overlapping
cognitive and emotional labours are deeply tied to family wellbeing
and values, yet remain largely invisible, concentrated with one per-
son, and rarely recognised as “work". The consequences of hidden
work are well documented: stress, mental overload, relationship
strain, and unequal distributions of responsibility [9, 21, 40].

Sociological research has begun to develop taxonomies [16, 45,
46] and typologies [63] to define these forms of labour. Taxonomies
provide a structured way to name and analyse otherwise hidden
and fragmented activities. Daminger [16] identifies nine domains:
food, childcare, logistics, cleaning, finances, social ties, shopping,
maintenance, and travel. Reich-Stiebert et al. [45] add five consti-
tutive elements (cognition, management, communal orientation,
anticipation, invisibility). Robertson et al. [46] offer a complemen-
tary taxonomy of discrete labour forms spanning both cognitive
and emotional, elicited from focus groups with mothers, which we
use later to structure our survey (See table 1).

Daminger also elaborates “Doing Gender” (e.g. cleaning) and
expands it to “Thinking Gender,” the cognitive element of gender
performance (e.g. noticing the need for cleaning). This framework
helps define how gendered mental load is constructed and points to
opportunities for undoing gendered caregiving patterns. Weeks and
Ruppanner [63] differentiate between core tasks, which are regular
and non-deferrable (such as feeding and cleaning), and episodic
tasks, which are less frequent (such as maintenance and finance).
They note that episodic work often appears more visible despite its
lower frequency. Together, these perspectives highlight how hidden
labour is not only distributed across domains but also shaped by
gendered dynamics and the different rhythms of family life.

Reich-Stiebert et al. [45] synthesise 44 discreet terms across the
gendered mental load literature. Their framework blends types (e.g.
planning) and characteristics (e.g. invisibility) of labour, offering
a broad conceptual map. By contrast, Robertson et al. [46] focus
on naming and describing discrete forms of domestic cognitive
and emotional labour, elicited from focus groups with mothers.
The resulting forms of labour are summarised in Table 1. Their
taxonomy provides a clear set of distinct categories, which are use-
ful for structuring systematic investigations. Because these two

Table 1: Robertson et al.’s labour types [46]. This framework
represents both seen (e.g. delegating) and unseen tasks (e.g.
anticipating needs) but all refer to work that is largely inter-
nal.

Labour Type Description

Planning and strategis-
ing

This includes time management, plan-
ning family activities, researching and
developing “how-to” plans for family life
(e.g. potty training method) and contin-
gency planning.

Monitoring and antici-
pating need

Monitoring resources (e.g. money), mon-
itoring children’s whereabouts. Predict-
ing hunger and tiredness in others.

Metaparenting Similar to ‘how-to’ planning but more
focussed on the vision and values that
are applied by the family. For example
how you discipline children, how you
will resolve conflict, and which activities
you do together.

Knowing, learning and
remembering

Learning about your family’s needs as
well as testing and iterating this knowl-
edge. Remembering all the needs on time
and in context. Researching illness and
learning needs of family members or
even pets.

Managerial Thinking Including delegating and instructing: or-
chestrating, evaluating, delegating, ev-
erything from finances to meals.

Self-regulation Regulating your own emotions and be-
haviour in the best interest of the family.
Mental preparation, cognitive and emo-
tional regulation strategies.

taxonomies serve complementary purposes, Reich-Stiebert char-
acterises lived experience, while Robertson distinguishes specific
types. In this study, Reich-Stiebert guided content analysis and
Robertson structured the survey.

Although Robertson et al.’s study focused on mothers, the taxon-
omy and labour types they describe are not exclusive to parenting
activities. Only the category of Metaparenting directly references
parenting, but the term more broadly concerns curating shared
values and visions. In this broader sense, Metaparenting shares
features with adjacent literatures such as Life-Crafting [61], Job
Crafting [38], and Conservation of Resources (COR) theory [22],
which all explore how people define meaningful goals and invest
effort in their pursuit. Together, these perspectives suggest that
meta-level labours like vision setting and value alignment are cen-
tral across household types. However, these frameworks typically
focus on individual flourishing or occupational roles. In this paper
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we adapt the notion of Life-Crafting to the domestic sphere, treat-
ing it as a collective, value-driven labour that orients household
decisions over time.

Within HCI, some progress has been made toward supporting
aspects of this work. Boundary and border theory models under-
score the skill and effort required to balance domestic and profes-
sional responsibilities [10, 32, 34]. Sadka and Antle [50] show that
most interactive emotion regulation systems target individual self-
regulation, with little support for social or cooperative dynamics
central to family life. Wadley et al. [62] argue that psychological
models should inform design, noting that social interaction is criti-
cal yet underexplored. While these examples indicate progress, they
remain oriented toward professional or wellness contexts rather
than the relational, value-laden, and cooperative settings of domes-
tic life.

Taken together, these perspectives underline that cognitive and
emotional labours are both significant, underexplored, and often
hidden in everyday family life. They also highlight why the design
of domestic technologies must move beyond task efficiency to ad-
dress relational, reflective, and value-laden dimensions of family
management.

2.2 Technologies in the Home
Digital technologies increasingly shape how family management
labour is organised, distributed, and understood. From smart home
devices and automation tools to calendars and wellness trackers,
these systems can both enable and complicate household coordi-
nation. Some scholars argue that technologies tend to reflect the
priorities of institutions, markets, and data economies, focusing on
visible or commercially valuable forms of work while overlooking
relational or less tangible aspects. At the same time, HCI research
has begun to develop tools and frameworks that engage seriously
with the cognitive and emotional dimensions of family life, offering
a foundation for more equitable and context-sensitive support.

Some HCI scholars caution, that the notion of visibility is not
inherently emancipatory. Raval [44] argues that making hidden
labour visible can highlight exploitation without actually address-
ing the structural conditions that reproduce it citing hidden digital
piecework carried out in the global south. Suchman’s foundational
argument about “making work visible” [58] similarly highlights a
paradox. Revealing the detailed flows of work can support design
of digital tools, but visibility can also expose workers to surveil-
lance or displacement by automation. In some settings, workers
deliberately use invisibility as a form of protection or autonomy.
These debates raise important questions for domestic contexts. As
automation tools become increasingly capable of modelling and
predicting aspects of family life, making cognitive and emotional
labour more visible may risk framing it as suitable for automation.
Understanding the kinds of visibility that support families, and the
kinds that may endanger them, is therefore an essential precursor
to design.

Historical critiques remind us that these problematic paradoxes
are not new. Cowan’s More Work for Mother [12] showed how
washing machines and stoves reshaped rather than reduced house-
hold labour, replacing paid or enslaved labour with unpaid domestic
work by women and raising expectations for care and cleanliness.

Contemporary critiques echo these dynamics. Sadowski [51] argues
that smart home devices serve platform companiesmore than house-
holds, reducing some labour while creating new invisible ones: a
digital calendar coordinates appointments but also requires upkeep
and negotiation, while a smart doorbell reassures but produces new
obligations around data and surveillance. Similarly, feminised voice
assistants reproduce submissive stereotypes and care roles [56], and
smart systems marketed as convenient often demand maintenance
and troubleshooting [31, 65], sometimes shifting household power
dynamics [3].

Hester and Srnicek’s history of domestic technology [25] further
illustrates how automation often reframes, rather than removes,
domestic labour. They argue that many contemporary systems alle-
viate only minor frictions, while more meaningful or value-laden
tasks remain unchanged or become more demanding. For example,
they describe digital tools that outsource the visible or performative
parts of family work, such as entertainment or education, while
leaving the underlying coordination, care and value-setting intact.
Smart ordering systems that track previous purchases or pantry
inventories and automatically suggest or schedule grocery orders
reduce the friction of buying groceries, but leave the harder work
to the family manager: deciding what is appropriate to buy, what
is affordable, and how choices align with health, cultural or envi-
ronmental values. Similarly, their discussion of assistive parenting
technologies shows that tools which keep children entertained or
occupied do not reduce the planning, monitoring and emotional
labour involved in care. In the context of home-based medical tech-
nologies they show how clinical tasks are shifted to unpaid family
members who must adapt domestic spaces and routines to thera-
peutic needs. Together, these examples highlight a continued risk
that new digital tools can displace labour rather than reduce it,
especially when the underlying cognitive and emotional work is
not recognised [25].

Entirely new digital household labours have also emerged.
Strengers’ “pleasance” highlights the effort of creating ambiance
through lighting, scent, or music, often dismissed as trivial [57].
“Digital housekeeping” captures the work of managing devices,
passwords, updates, and data hygiene [65]. These replicate gen-
dered patterns, though some newer tasks, such as pleasance and
device management, are increasingly coded as male. Each innova-
tion tends to raise expectations without reducing effort [6, 31].

Research on AI in domestic contexts, including cloud-based ser-
vices and emerging edge-AI devices that run models locally in the
home [2], shows that it risks repeating the same flawed premises
as earlier domestic technologies. Hertog et al. [24], for example,
explore the potential of AI for household support but focus on time
savings from automating physical tasks like cooking and laundry,
while overlooking the cognitive and value-driven coordination that
makes these tasks possible. Research into AI supported parenting
too shows parents are understandably cautious: Petsolari et al. [42]
report concerns about losing authority, undermining trust, and
depending on systems that fail to grasp the foundational values
and emotional nuance of family management. These concerns are
justified. As Perez [41] demonstrates, AI systems are built on partial
and biased data, meaning that domestic AI is likely to reproduce
inequality and obscure hidden labours rather than alleviate them.
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Another emerging debate in human–AI collaboration concerns
the balance between augmentation and automation: when should
AI support and extend human judgement, and when should it take
over tasks entirely? Dell’Acqua et al. surface this in two related
ways: they distinguish between “centaur” models, where AI scaf-
folds human judgement, and “cyborg” models, where tasks are more
fully merged or delegated, and they show that large language mod-
els only improve performance when tasks already fit the model’s
capabilities [17]. Family management labour may be an important
site for exploring these questions, because sociological work sug-
gests it involves hidden, value-laden and gendered forms of work
that are poorly represented in current datasets. Current smart home
and domestic systems mostly operate in the augmentation space,
offering informational scaffolding through calendars, reminders,
shared notes and voice assistants rather than automating antici-
patory, evaluative or value-driven aspects of family management.
While this may align with what some families prefer, this assump-
tion warrants careful examination. For HCI, a key question is how
far domestic AI should augment, divide or automate aspects of fam-
ily management labour, and what risks emerge when technologies
optimise for efficiency, prediction or behavioural compliance in
domains that are relational, normative and sensitive to household
values, and that may be weakly captured in underlying data.

Within HCI, attention to cognitive labour has emerged through
fields such as Personal Task Management (PTM), which studies
digital to-do lists, tracking apps, and time management systems
[1, 30]. Relatedly, Personal and Family Information Management
(PIM/FIM) investigate how households handle bills, schedules, and
documents [28, 52], often finding one member becomes the de
facto manager. This work highlights both stress and satisfaction in
managing information, resonating with Robertson et al.’s notion
of Metaparenting, which links values and long-term vision to both
burden and fulfilment [46]. Design recommendations in this space
include supporting fragmented collaboration, life stage transitions,
and privacy needs. Shared calendaring studies show the impor-
tance of balancing primary organisers with peripheral users, and of
treating calendars as communicative tools with emotional nuance
[39].

Extensions into Personal Health Information Management
(PHIM) explore the tension between emotional labour and practical
coordination in families managing health needs [64]. Findings em-
phasise inclusive systems that accommodate multiple users, support
autonomy and privacy, and account for family dynamics. These con-
cerns align directly with labours such as monitoring, value-based
decision-making, and self-regulation in care.

Taken together, existing research shows that domestic technolo-
gies, whether historical, smart, or AI-driven, often obscure, shift, or
complicate the labours they claim to support. While some tools ad-
dress aspects of household management effectively, they typically
reflect institutional, commercial, and market priorities. This means
that visible and readily automatable tasks are prioritised, while
less tangible, relational, and value-laden labours are overlooked
[12, 24, 51].

In contrast, sociological research offers robust taxonomies and
typologies of hidden family management labour [16, 45, 46, 63].
These frameworks consistently document domains such as food,
childcare, cleaning, and social ties, which remain largely absent

from HCI taxonomies. They also highlight how this work is often
centralised in a single individual, embedded in emotional dynamics,
and historically feminised. Yet links between this body of work
and HCI remain limited. Adjacent areas such as personal informa-
tion management and smart home research engage with similar
concerns, but are rarely grounded in these sociological foundations.

Despite longstanding critiques showing that domestic technolo-
gies often reshape rather than reduce labour [12, 25, 56], the home
remains a space where digital systems continue to be introduced,
adopted and normalised. This is happening not only through com-
mercial platforms and institutional pressures, but also through the
rapid expansion of AI systems, including emerging forms of on-
device or edge-based automation via smarthomes [2, 56]. These
technologies will shape family management labour regardless of
whether they are well suited to it. This creates a pressing question
for HCI: how can we guide the design and deployment of domestic
technologies so they do not deepen problematic invisibilities, in-
equities and hidden burdens documented in sociological research?
We take the position that understanding cognitive and emotional
family management labour is essential not because technology is
the inevitable solution, but because technology will inevitably act
on this work. Our study therefore offers an empirically grounded
account of how family managers describe these labours and the
tools they draw on today, providing an evidence base that can sup-
port more careful, values-aligned and socially attuned approaches
to domestic technology design.

3 Research Questions
Our three research questions are:

• RQ1 Which specific labours identified in this study align
with, or diverge from, the taxonomy of family management
labour proposed by Reich-Stiebert et al. [45], and what digi-
tal tools or technologies are used to support these discrete
activities?

• RQ2Which domains of familymanagement labour identified
in this study align with, or diverge from, those proposed by
Daminger [16], and what digital tools or technologies are
used to support them?

• RQ3 How do participants’ experiences of the cognitive and
emotional family management labour described by Robert-
son et al. [46] surface needs, challenges, and opportunities
for digital technologies that aim to support this work?

4 Method
4.1 Participants
We recruited 61 United Kingdom based participants on Prolific
using pre screening to ensure diversity in household composition
(mixed and same sex couples, with and without children or informal
caring roles) and socioeconomic background (education as proxy).
We restricted participation to United Kingdom residents to keep
cultural context consistent. We did not collect race or ethnicity in
this scoping study because our survey method and sample size were
not suited to meaningfully analysing intersectional variation. We
note in the Limitations that family norms and labour expectations
are shaped by cultural, social, and structural histories, and that
our approach therefore reflects a partial perspective. Future work
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would benefit from methods better able to foreground pluralism
and standpoint. Participants received £4.50 for a 30 minute sur-
vey. Participation was voluntary. The study was approved by the
university’s ethics committee.

Prior to analysis, we applied a single exclusion criterion: submis-
sions that did not complete all survey sections were excluded. 11
submissions met this criterion and were removed, yielding the final
analytic sample of N = 50.

Participants ranged in age from 18 to 67 (median 39). Gender: 15
identified as male, 34 as female, 1 as non-binary; no participants se-
lected “prefer not to say” or “another gender.” We did not ask about
sex assigned at birth. Thirty two were cohabiting with a partner.
Household compositions and management roles are reported in
Tables 2 and 3.

Table 2: Household Characteristics

Category Number
Mixed-sex couples with no children 14
Same-sex couples with no children 7
Mixed-sex couples with children 9
Same-sex couples with children 2
Single parents 4
Households with adult dependents 2

Table 3: Household Management Roles

Role Number
Primary household manager living with others 16
Living alone 8
Shared responsibility equally 20
Secondary supportive household role 5
Not involved in household management 1

4.2 Materials
The survey was built in REDCap for secure, GDPR compliant data
capture. Data were stored in the University’s Data “safe haven”
for special category information (relationship status and sexual
identity).

The survey comprised four parts: (1) Information sheet and
consent presented digitally in line with ethics guidance. (2) De-
mographics: age, education, employment, household composition,
role in household management, gender, relationship status, and
caregiving roles, using multiple choice, open text, and dropdown
items (some aligned with national statistics). (3) Types of Cognitive
Labour: six categories — Planning and Strategising, Monitoring
and Anticipating Needs, Family Vision and Values (formerly Meta-
parenting2), Knowing (Learning and Remembering), Managerial
Thinking (including Delegating and Instructing), and Self Regula-
tion — structured around Robertson et al. [46]. For each category,
participants rated engagement, identified who does the work, and
2We adopt “Family Vision and Values” over "Metaparenting" to include non parent
households while retaining the original construct.

Figure 1: This probe explains an example of the concept of
monitoring using the example of tracking pets and tracking
finances. Example materials generated by the authors using
GPT-4.

gave examples, tools used, and whether tools created extra work
(further detail included in Appendix A).

(4) Probes and visibility: We used image-based informational
probes [13] (Figure Appendix B) to prompt reflection on otherwise
abstract or hidden forms of labour. These were followed by closed
and open questions (e.g., perceived relevance and salient exam-
ples). Participants also rated the visibility of cognitive labour and
prioritised future support (Figure 2 and Appendix B).

4.3 Procedure
Participants followed a Prolific link to the REDCap survey. De-
mographics, including special category items, were collected first.
Category questions were presented in random order to reduce or-
der effects and fatigue. The survey combined Likert-scale items
(relatability), multiple-choice items (responsibility attribution), and
open-text responses. Each labour type was preceded by a short
definition and example to ensure shared understanding (See Appen-
dix A). The survey took an average of 19 minutes (range 3 to 81).
Although one participant completed in 3 minutes, all six sections
were completed, and because exclusion criteria were based solely on
completeness rather than completion time, this case was retained.
For the remaining 49 participants, completion time ranged from 7
to 81 minutes. Before analysis, data were exported from the data
safe haven with demographic and special category fields removed,
retaining only the open and closed responses about labour.

4.4 Analysis and Results
We used a mixed-methods approach to analyse the data, combining
inductive and deductive strategies to explore participants’ experi-
ences and their use of digital tools in relation to family management
labour. For RQ1 and RQ2, which focused on mapping our findings
to existing non-HCI taxonomies of labour types, activities, and
domains, we conducted a structured content analysis using deduc-
tive category assignment [37]. This systematically examined how
participant-reported practices aligned with or diverged from prior
frameworks. The results are presented in tabular form (tables 4, 5,
6) to show overlaps, digital tools used, and any novel contributions
from the study.
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Figure 2: Example of Survey section - Managerial
Thinking probe and questions

Open-text responses were analysed in two stages. First, we car-
ried out a deductive content analysis, mapping each open-ended
response onto descriptions of concrete practices, digital tools, and
the household domains in which they occurred (e.g. food, childcare).
Second, we conducted an inductive thematic analysis to identify
cross-cutting patterns in how participants described their practices,
emotions, and use of digital tools. This combined approach allowed
us to validate existing taxonomies while surfacing themes that
extended beyond them.

To address RQ3, we conducted a reflexive thematic analysis [4]to
examine how participants’ experiences surfaced needs, challenges,
and opportunities for technologies that aim to support this work.

The sections that follow present analysis methods and findings
for each research question. We begin with taxonomy-related results
from the content analysis (RQ1 and RQ2), followed by the thematic
analysis findings for RQ3.

4.5 RQ1 Analysis
To address RQ1—Which specific labours identified in this study align
with, or diverge from, the taxonomy of family management labour
proposed by Reich-Steibert et al. [45], and what digital tools or tech-
nologies are used to support these discrete activities?, we employed
deductive content analysis.

We first openly coded participants’ accounts of family manage-
ment labour, identifying discrete types of work. These codes were
then systematically compared with Reich-Stiebert et al.’s taxonomy
of 44 labour terms, drawn from 31 sociology papers on gendered
mental load [45]. To guide this process, we used Mayring’s Structur-
ing–Deductive Category Assignment approach [37], which allowed
us to assess how participant accounts aligned with, extended, or
challenged existing concepts. The steps were:

(1) Define Categories: Adopt Reich-Steibert et al.’s 44 terms
and definitions.

(2) Develop a Coding Guideline: Link codes to taxonomy
categories. If no clear semantic or conceptual match was
found, the code was labelled as novel.

(3) Coding (mapping): Map our codes systematically to tax-
onomy categories. Where multiple codes converged (e.g.,
“monitoring”, “watching”, “surveillance”), we recoded un-
der a single taxonomy term. Where no match existed, we
retained a novel code.

Finally, insights from this content analysis informed our thematic
analysis for RQ3, where we refined cross-cutting themes. Visual
icons supported this process by showing relationships between
technologies, experiences, and domains.

4.6 RQ1 Results
The content analysis reveals four key findings: (1) an established
taxonomy of terms aligned with our data; (2) several novel terms
extended current understanding; (3) established terms clustered
around familiar domains such as Feeding and Care for Children,
while novel terms surfaced in less-explored domains like Inclusion
and Special Events; and (4) novel terms were also linked to a scarcity
of supporting digital tools.

4.6.1 Content Analysis Results. Tables 4 and 5 summarise these
findings.

Rows 2–9 show terms mapped directly to Reich-Stiebert’s taxon-
omy. Rows 11–20 show terms we re-coded to match where appro-
priate (e.g., Monitoring, Noticing, Tracking, Observing→ “Monitor-
ing”). Rows 22–29 show terms retained as distinct when the closest
taxonomy match diverged too much. For example, “Inventory man-
agement” was considered for “Monitoring” or “Organising” but did
not capture the essence of the data (see quote below), so it was
retained.

“Ordering at the butcher and organising the best day
to buy all the fresh ingredients needed”

Rows 31–39 show terms with no candidate matches, retained as
novel. Table 5 lists taxonomy terms not present in our data, most
of which are characteristics rather than activities, and thus outside
our coding scope.
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Table 4: Taxonomy Data showing final taxonomy or terms from our data alongside the associated labours, domains and digital tools

No. Original Taxonomy from
Open Coding Taxonomy

Reigh-Stiebert et al. 2023
Taxonomy

Final Taxonomy Labour types where this was found Domains related to the term Digital tools used

Matched terms
2 Planning Planning Planning Planning and Strategising, Managerial Thinking Feeding, Travel/Leisure, Care for Children, Shop-

ping/Purchasing, Finance
Notes, Calendars, Social Media, Spreadsheets, To-do,
Banking Apps, Search Engines, Shopping Apps

3 Remembering Remembering, Retention, Re-
calling, Retrieval

Remembering Planning and Strategising, Knowing learning and re-
membering

Feeding, Care for Children Notes, Calendars, To-do, Reminders, Shopping Apps

4 Assisting Others Assisting others Assisting others Planning and Strategising Inclusion Reminders
5 Delegating Delegating Delegating Planning and Strategising, Managerial Thinking Feeding, Travel/Leisure, Finance Notes, Spreadsheets, Search Engines
6 Coordinating Coordinating Coordinating Planning and Strategising, Monitoring and Antici-

pating Needs, Knowing learning and remembering,
Managerial Thinking

Feeding, Travel/Leisure, Care for Children, Finance,
Special Events

Notes, Calendars, Social Media, Spreadsheets, To-do,
Banking Apps, Search Engines

7 Organising Organizing Organizing Planning and Strategising Feeding, Travel/Leisure Notes, Calendars, Reminders, AI
8 Managing Managing Managing Planning and Strategising, Knowing learning and re-

membering, Managerial Thinking
Feeding, Care for Children, Finance, Special Events Notes, Calendars, Spreadsheets, Banking Apps

9 Scheduling Scheduling Scheduling Planning and Strategising, Knowing learning and re-
membering, Managerial Thinking

Feeding, Travel/Leisure, Care for Children Notes, Calendars, Spreadsheets, To-do, Banking Apps,
Search Location Tracking, Shopping Apps

Re-coded to Daminger terms
11 Booking Scheduling Scheduling Planning and Strategising, Knowing learning and re-

membering, Managerial Thinking
Feeding, Travel/Leisure, Care for Children Notes, Calendars, Spreadsheets, To-do, Banking Apps,

Search Location Tracking, Shopping Apps
12 Monitoring, noticing, tracking,

observing
Monitoring Monitoring Planning and Strategising, Monitoring and Antici-

pating Needs, Knowing learning and remembering,
Managerial Thinking

Feeding, Care for Children, Finance Notes, Social Media, Spreadsheets, Banking Apps,
Email, Messaging, Location Tracking

13 Taking Responsibility Being responsible Being responsible Monitoring and Anticipating Needs, Knowing learn-
ing and remembering, Vision and Values (Metaparent-
ing), Self-Regulation

Feeding, Care for Children, Finance, Inclusion Notes, Spreadsheets, Banking Apps, To-Do Lists, Re-
minders, Media Apps, Surveillance equipment

14 Coaching Instructing Instructing Monitoring and Anticipating Needs, Knowing learn-
ing and remembering

Feeding Notes, To-do lists, Reminders, Maps

15 Negotiation Orchestrating Orchestrating Monitoring and Anticipating Needs, Knowing learn-
ing and remembering, Managerial Thinking

Feeding, Travel/Leisure, Care for Children, Finance,
Special Events

Notes, Calendars, Spreadsheets, Banking apps, Search
Engines, Messaging, Reminders

16 Initiating Transactions Deciding Deciding Monitoring and Anticipating Needs, Vision and Val-
ues (Metaparenting), Self-Regulation

Feeding, Finance Calendars, Spreadsheets, Banking apps, Reminders

17 Task Management Allocating tasks Allocating tasks Managerial Thinking Home/Car Maintenance -
18 Empathising Other-directed Other-directed Knowing Learning and Remembering, Vision and Val-

ues (Metaparenting)
Feeding Reminders

19 Positive Thinking Reflecting Reflecting Self-Regulation Work Life Balance, Inclusion Health Apps, Wellness Apps
20 Grounding Yourself Maintaining Control Maintaining Control Self-Regulation Work Life Balance, Inclusion Health Apps, Media Apps

Re-coded to our terms
22 Inventory Management Monitoring, Organizing Inventory Management Managerial Thinking Feeding Calendars, To-do lists
23 Brokering Orchestrating, Managing Brokering Vision and Values (Metaparenting) Feeding, Care for Children Calendars, Media Apps
24 Collaboration Coordinating, Collective Goals Collaboration Vision and Values (Metaparenting) Feeding Media Apps
25 Diligence Reflecting, Remembering Diligence Knowing, Learning and Remembering Feeding, Care for Children Notes, Calendars, To-Do lists, Reminders
26 Reminding Providing mnemonic support

for others
Reminding Planning and Strategising Inclusion Reminders

27 Ideation Thinking Ideation Planning and Strategising, Vision and Values (Meta-
parenting)

Feeding, Travel/Leisure, Special Events Search Engines, Social Media, Maps

28 Balancing needs Family needs/activities, Collec-
tive goals, Communal goals

Balancing needs Planning and Strategising Work Life Balance Search Engines, Social Media

29 Advocating Helping partners, For all in the
family

Advocating Vision and Values (Metaparenting) Chilcare Parental Controls

Novel terms from our data
31 Personalising - Personalising Knowing , Learning and Remembering Feeding Notes, Calendars, To-do
32 Curating - Curating Vision and Values (Metaparenting) Feeding, Care for Children, Special Events Notes, Calendars, Social Media, Search Engines
33 Researching - Researching Planning and Strategising, Knowing , Learning and

Remembering, Vision and Values (Metaparenting)
Feeding, Travel/Leisure, Finance Notes, Social Media, To-do, Search Engines

34 Crowdsourcing - Crowdsourcing Planning and Strategising Care for Children Social Media
35 Behaviour Management - Behaviour Management Vision and Values (Metaparenting) Care for Children Social Media, Search Engines
36 Mediating - Mediating Knowing , Learning and Remembering, Self-

Regulation
Feeding, Inclusion Notes, Reminders

37 Empathising - Empathising Vision and Values (Metaparenting), Self-Regulation Feeding, Care for Children, Inclusion Notes, Calendars, Reminders, Wellness Apps, Media
Apps

38 Soothing yourself - Soothing yourself Self-Regulation Inclusion, Work Life Balance Wellness Apps
39 Soothing others - Soothing others Self-Regulation Work Life Balance -
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Table 5: Terms not found in our data from Reigh-Steibert 2023 Taxonomy

No. Original Taxonomy from
Open Coding Taxonomy

Reigh-Stiebert et al. 2023
Taxonomy

Final Taxonomy Labour types where this was found Domains related to the term Digital tools used

1 - Knowing - - - -
2 - Encoding and storage of infor-

mation
- - - -

3 - Cognitive work/labour - - - -
4 - Anticipating - - - -
5 - Thinking ahead - - - -
6 - Foresight - - - -
7 - Future-directed - - - -
8 - Precedes physical work - - - -
9 - Perceiving future problems and

upcoming necessities
- - - -

10 - Prospective memorizing - - - -
11 - Often invisible - - - -
12 - Often goes unnoticed - - - -
13 - Difficult to detect/measure - - - -
14 - Less tangible - - - -
15 - Performed internally - - - -
16 - Not necessarily perceived as

work by the person performing
it

- - - -
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4.6.2 Content Analysis Findings: From these results we high-
light four insights:

(1) Established Taxonomy of Cognitive Family Manage-
ment: Many terms mapped directly or with minor recoding
(rows 2–20), including Planning, Scheduling, Monitoring,
Remembering, Assisting Others, Delegating, Coordinating,
Organising, and Managing. These clustered within Plan-
ning and Strategising, Knowing/Learning/Remembering,
and Managerial Thinking, and were consistently linked to
common digital tools.

(2) Uncharted Territories of Cognitive Work: Novel terms
included Researching, Crowdsourcing, Ideation, Balancing
Needs, Behaviour Management, Curating, Personalising, Ad-
vocating, Mediating, Empathising, and Soothing (self and
others). These were concentrated in Vision and Values and
Self-Regulation labours, where participants more often re-
ported a lack of digital support.

(3) Established and Emerging Domains: Feeding and Care
for Children were consistently strong domains with links
to common tools (notes, calendars, search engines). Novel
domains such as Inclusion and Special Events were strongly
associated with novel terms.

(4) Conceptual Novelty and Tool Use: Novel activities were
supported by fewer and less consistent tools, aside from
ubiquitous ones (e.g., calendars, notes apps, search engines).
This suggests a link between conceptual maturity in the
literature and the availability of digital support.

4.7 RQ2 Analysis
To address RQ2—Which domains of family management labour
identified in this study align with, or diverge from, those proposed
by Daminger [16], and what digital tools or technologies are used
to support them?, we used deductive category assignment content
analysis (CA) [37].

Domain Identification During open coding, we identified
domain-related codes, enabling us to see how activities clustered
into meaningful categories.

Mapping Domains to Daminger’s Taxonomy (CA) We
then applied Mayring’s structuring–deductive category assignment
method [37] to compare our domains to Daminger’s taxonomy
[16]. This showed which domains were most salient and how they
intersected with tool use.

(1) Defining Categories: Daminger’s domains included Food,
Care for Children, Logistics/Scheduling, Cleaning/Laundry,
Shopping/Purchasing, Home/Car Maintenance, Travel/Leisure,
Finances, Social Relationships.

(2) Developing a Coding Guideline: We linked our codes
to these categories, which was often straightforward. For
example:
“Chores to keep the house tidy; planning meals for ev-
eryone, taking allergies into account”

mapped to Food, Care for Children, and Cleaning.
(3) Mapping Codes to Categories: We assigned each code to

one or more categories. Aligned codes were classed as within
the framework; others as novel contributions.

(4) Integrating Digital Tool Analysis: In parallel, we exam-
ined reported tool use to identify supported and unsupported
domains.

Refining Themes and InsightsWe used these results to refine
the themes reported in RQ3. Domain icons helped us visualise links
between technologies, experiences, and domains.

This approach enabled systematic comparison with sociological
frameworks while examining how technology supports, or over-
looks, different aspects of family management.

4.8 RQ2 Results
Our content analysis revealed key findings. It confirmed several
established cognitive labour domains while introducing novel or
combined categories—Inclusion, Special Events, and Work Life Bal-
ance that better capture the complexity of family management. It
also highlighted disparities in digital tool use, with some domains,
such as Finance, being well supported by technology, while others,
such as Feeding and Care for Children, were less so.

4.8.1 Content Analysis Findings. We developed an updated
taxonomy of cognitive labour domains and mapped them to labour
types and digital tools.

Rows 6 to 8 of table 6 represent domains that emerged as novel
but partially overlapped with Daminger’s categories. For instance,
Inclusion overlapped with Social Relationships and Care for Chil-
dren, yet better captured participants’ descriptions of fostering
belonging, emotional safety, and participation. Likewise, Special
Events spanned several existing domains, including Social Relation-
ships, Food, Care for Children, Finances, and Shopping/Purchasing.
Its prominence, coupled with the near-complete absence of tool use
(apart from a single mention of search engines), justified its recog-
nition as a distinct domain. Finally,Work–Life Balance emerged as a
salient area of cognitive labour within Self-Regulation. Participants
described sustained efforts to manage personal–professional bound-
aries, often involving deliberate routines and mental strategies. We
therefore included it as a standalone domain.

Rows 9 to 11 list domains from Daminger’s framework that did
not appear in our dataset. This absence may reflect the nature of
our sample, the survey prompts, or scale limitations.

From this analysis, three findings emerged:
(1) Emergence of Combined or Novel Domains: Inclusion,

Special Events and Work Life Balance did not appear in
Daminger’s taxonomy but featured prominently in our
dataset. These arose through combinations of existing cat-
egories, suggesting that traditional taxonomies may not
fully reflect lived experience. This suggests digital tools may
need to address overlapping or hybrid domains (e.g., Special
Events intersecting with multiple categories).

(2) Disparities in Digital Support Across Domains: Do-
mains linked to paid work (Finance, Logistics/Scheduling,
Shopping/Purchasing) were associated with specific tools. In
contrast, domains such as Feeding, Care for Children, Clean-
ing/Laundry, Home/Car Maintenance, Travel/Leisure, and So-
cial Relationships had less consistent tool reporting, despite
their significance.

(3) Tensions Between Sentiment and Tool Use: Some do-
mains showed a contrast between sentiment and tool use.
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For example, Finance attracted considerable negative sen-
timent yet had the most consistent tool use (e.g., banking
apps). Conversely, more positively described domains such
as Feeding showed less consistent digital support. This raises
questions about how emotional experience intersects with
adoption or availability of technological solutions.
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Table 6: Domains from our data compared to Daminger [16]and associated tools

No. Domains in our survey data Domains from Daminger re-
search

Final Taxonomy Labour types where this was found Associated tools

Matched terms
1 Care for Children Care for Children Care for Children Planning and Strategising, Monitoring and Anticipat-

ing Needs, Vision and Values (Metaparenting), Know-
ing Learning and Remembering, Self-Regulation

Search Engines, Notes, Calendars, Location Tracking,
Social Media, Media Apps, Parental Controls

2 Travel/Leisure Travel/Leisure Travel/Leisure Planning and Strategising Search Engines, Notes, Calendars, Messaging, Email,
To-do lists

3 Shopping/Purchasing Shopping/Purchasing Shopping/Purchasing Planning and Strategising, Knowing Learning and
Remembering, Managerial Thinking

Shopping Apps, Notes, To-Do Lists

4 Finances Finances Finances Planning and Strategising, Monitoring and Anticipat-
ing Needs, Vision and Values (Metaparenting), Know-
ing Learning and Remembering, Managerial Thinking

Banking Apps, Spreadsheets

5 Feeding Food Feeding Planning and Strategising, Monitoring and Anticipat-
ing Needs, Vision and Values (Metaparenting), Know-
ing Learning and Remembering, Managerial Thinking

Search Engines, Notes, Calendars, To-do Lists, Social
Media, Reminders, Shopping Apps

Novel Terms
6 Special Events Social Relationships, Food,

Care for Children, Finances,
Shopping/Purchasing

Special Events Vision and Values (Metaparenting), Knowing, Learn-
ing and Remembering

Search Engines

7 Inclusion Social Relationships, Care for
Children

Inclusion Vision and Values (Metaparenting), Knowing, Learn-
ing and Remembering, Self-Regulation

Media Apps, Health Apps, Wellness Apps

8 Work Life Balance Social Relationships, Care for
Children, Finance

Work Life Balance Self-Regulation Health Apps, Wellness Apps

Terms not in our data
9 - Home/Car Maintenance Home/Car Maintenance - -
10 - Cleaning/Laundry Cleaning/Laundry - -
11 - Social Relationships Social Relationships - -



The Domestic Operating System: An Empirical Investigation of Digital Technology and Hidden Work in the Home CHI ’26, April 13–17, 2026, Barcelona, Spain

4.9 RQ3 Analysis
To address RQ3 —How do participants experience the different types
of cognitive and emotional family management labour described by
Robertson et al. [46], and what digital tools or technologies do they
currently use to support them?—we conducted a reflexive thematic
analysis (TA) [4]. We employed an inductive approach to capture
participants’ lived experiences and a deductive approach to iden-
tify and categorise digital tool usage. This combination allowed us
to understand how people enact and feel about these labours, how
tools are embedded in that experience, and where gaps or tensions
remain.

Immersion: We familiarised ourselves with the data by repeat-
edly reading responses, first per participant and then across labour
types. This enabled us to grasp individual narratives before identi-
fying broader themes.

Initial Coding: Our coding was iterative and reflexive, incor-
porating both deductive (digital tools and domains) and inductive
(experiences of family management labour) elements. We identified
three primary code types:

• Labour experiences – Combining semantic codes (e.g.,
planning) and latent codes (e.g., making things special) to
capture explicit and implicit aspects of participants’ experi-
ences.

• Digital tool use – Semantic codes categorised tools (e.g.,
spreadsheets, banking apps).

• Domains – Applying both semantic (e.g., planning holi-
days) and latent (e.g., inclusion) coding to identify salient
domains.

To facilitate later analysis, we annotated data with both labels
and symbols, allowing structured comparison of tool use across
labours and domains.

Searching for Themes: We mapped codes onto a radar chart,
linking each response to labour codes. This enabled iterative re-
finement of themes while maintaining close alignment with the
data. Additionally, we linked digital tool usage to responses, exam-
ining patterns across domains. We then re-read responses in light
of initial coding to surface deeper narratives.

Reviewing the Themes: We critically examined themes, refining
them through reflection on our own positionality and interpre-
tative decisions. This ensured that themes remained grounded in
participants’ experiences while also addressing the research objec-
tives.

Defining and Naming Themes: Finally, we consolidated
themes by synthesising narratives, defining each to capture insights
while preserving nuance.

4.10 RQ3 Results
To answer RQ3, we examined how participants’ experiences of cog-
nitive and emotional family management labour surfaced needs,
challenges, and opportunities for digital tools in the home. The
analysis revealed six key themes. (1) Varied Enjoyment of Cogni-
tive Labour, (2) Relevance of household composition, (3) Feeding -
The Intersection of Care, Inclusion, and Well-being, (4) Finance: A

Recognised and Digitally Supported Domain, (5) Special and Sensitive
Contexts, (6) Inclusion Through Everyday Self-Regulation. Next we
report these themes.

4.10.1 Theme 1: Varied Enjoyment of Cognitive Labour. We
found that participants had both positive and negative attitudes
towards the deployments of labours. From our positionality as
researchers who often view these labours as burdensome sources
of inequality, we expected more consistently negative accounts. For
some, these tasks brought enjoyment and satisfaction, while for
others they felt burdensome or emotionally taxing. In one instance,
P13 noted, “I am really passionate when it comes to organisation
and scheduling, I like being proactive” (P13), highlighting how a
sense of control and proactivity can make household tasks fulfilling.
Similarly, P2 illustrated how routine cooking could serve as an act
of care and connection by explaining, “I am cooking one dish every
weekend because it’s my partner’s favourite dish.” (P2).

Technology use sometimes also seemed to influence enjoyment.
For instance, P41 commented positively about both their domestic
practices and the supportive digital tools they used: “I have a vision
of keeping my house tidy and creating a minimalist look while using
technology.” (P41).

Some participants resisted framing family management as inher-
ently negative, showing awareness of how the labour is perceived.
These participants emphasised the value of teamwork and a well-
functioning household. P37 remarked, “it is a shared responsibility, so
with two heads working together, the result is always amazing” (P37).
Another participant described the unequal division of labour as an
intentional and acceptable arrangement. Reflecting on the dynamic
with her husband, who is a stepfather and step-grandfather to her
children and grandchildren, she explained: “My partner still works
full time and I work very little. Also, he is stepfather and granddad
[sic] to my children, so I don’t find this a problem.”

In contrast, participants reported that when responsibility fell
solely on one person, the experience tended to bemore negative. P23
lamented, “This all falls on me. I plan all the meals, plan each childs
after school activities for the week. paying the children’s activities.”
(P23).

Negativity regarding technology use was specifically around
extra work. P10 reported using technology to monitor finances
“Monitoring money within a month to ensure we can meet the needs
of Christmas time in the family” (P10). They expressed frustration
with the extra work that these tools entailed, noting, “Additional
time spent inputting values to meet the right budgets” (P10). Other
users expressed frustration with having to keep calendars and lists
updated “calendar has to be adjusted frequently; notes apps have to
be ticked off and kept up to date” (P36).

Overall, there was no consistent link between technology use and
enjoyment. Instead, participants’ feelings were shaped by context,
domain (e.g. financial worries), labour type (e.g. self-regulation),
and household circumstances (e.g. caring responsibilities).

4.10.2 Theme 2: Relevance of Household Composition. Par-
ticipants’ experiences of family management labour were signifi-
cantly shaped by who they lived with and the relational dynamics
of their households. Those living alone or without dependents often
found that some labours, particularly vision and values, were less
relevant. As one noted, “I only have to consider myself so don’t need
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to worry about this too much” (P5), and another stated simply, “I
don’t have any dependants” (P47). However, the labour was not
irrelevant to all non-parents. Several participants in shared house-
holds without children described meaningful forms of vision and
values labour, often in terms of coordination, mutual standards, and
shared principles. For example, P44 explained: “As long as you earn
enough to pay bills and can save on top of that and enjoy a holiday,
that’s what matters. This is important for our future. We also work
together to keep the house clean and ensure it’s always presentable in
advance of guests arriving.”

In these examples, domestic work was framed as a cooperative
endeavour, shaped by cohabitation even in the absence of depen-
dants. Participants described mutual responsibility and shared ex-
pectations as key drivers of their engagement in certain labours.
As one put it, “I co-share and we are each responsible for our own
house related duties” (P19).

Among parents, the influence of household composition was
especially pronounced, with child-rearing intensifying nearly all
labour types. For example, planning and strategising was closely
tied to managing children’s activities and social lives: “I am a single
parent so I plan all events for myself and my child. Including regular
activities, play dates, seeing friends and family” (P8). Parents also
engaged in continual monitoring and anticipating needs, ranging
from safety (“Checking to see where my daughter is” – P24) to be-
havioural support: “Making sure that our son who is ADHD follows
a pattern on a daily basis otherwise he will freak out” (P29).

Vision and values (originally theorised as metaparenting)
emerged strongly, with parents setting boundaries, routines, and
cultivating empathy. One participant noted: “Ensuring a consistent
night-time routine is adhered to to support the development of a child
in the house. Buying books and other materials to aid the learning of
the child in the house” (P3).

Even participants whose children had grown up described a
lingering connection to labours linked to parenting, especially self-
regulation. As P21 reflected: “I employed self-regulation daily when
my children lived at home – a parent needs to be a calm and helpful
influence to young people. Now, I continue in that vein, even though
it’s just for me – it’s part of my personality.” On vision and values,
the same participant noted: “I have given this a 5 on the slider given
that my family are grown now, but if this was a question about my
family when they were young, then my answer would be 10 and I
thoroughly relate to the question.”

Parents also described the mental load of knowing, learning, and
remembering, such as tracking school events and dietary needs. As
one explained, “My 2 children go to different schools which means
different p.e days, swimming days, Christmas events, charity days,
school dinner bookings etc the list of remembering for these days is
endless” (P18). In many cases, the cooperative dimensions of family
life, especially navigating emotionally charged or conflicting needs,
further intensified these labours. One parent remarked, “Easy to
switch off from work but difficult to control my anger sometimes and
so I tend to shout. My daughter finds this annoying, especially when I
argue with my husband” (P24).

Taken together, these responses show that household compo-
sition, and in particular the presence or absence of children, sig-
nificantly shapes the experience, visibility, and intensity of family
management labour. While parenting amplifies these labours and

brings emotional and practical complexity, cohabitation in general
(with or without children) also intensifies tasks like planning, main-
taining values, and regulating emotions. These findings suggest
that domestic labour is not simply a matter of task execution, but
is deeply relational and context-dependent.

4.10.3 Theme 3: Feeding – The Intersection of Care, Inclu-
sion, and Well-being. Feeding emerged as one of the most vivid
and complex domains in our data. While it aligned with the existing
‘food‘ category in our taxonomy, participants’ accounts revealed
a much richer cognitive landscape. Beyond the routine tasks of
planning and remembering preferences (“Planning meals, thinking
of likes, dislikes” (P30)) feeding work was deeply entangled with
personal values, emotional labour, and family relationships.

Participants described aligning their food practices with ethical
and environmental commitments: “I have values such as wanting to
eat a predominantly vegetarian diet and using eco-friendly products
in the home where possible” (P42). For others, shared meals were
crucial to maintaining emotional connection: “I try to make time
with my family to have a meal together” (P33).

Many described researching health and dietary issues “I do a
lot of research on diet due to health requirements” (P50); “I read a
good deal about the effects of food” (P21) and strategising to meet
constraints: “It’s a bit of a bore to plan meals... it has to be done as I
like to save money” (P42).

Feeding also required personalising meals “my family don’t have
dietary needs but we all like different things” (P33) and coordinating
with shifting household routines: “trying to juggle meals with food
available, dietary preferences, people arriving unexpectedly, changing
work locations, ability to get to the supermarket” (P36).

Some participants curated special experiences, like themed or
event meals that reflect tradition and lifestyle: “decoration for Easter,
Halloween, Christmas, to keep the traditions.” (P2). Others advocated
for the needs of partners or children despite resistance: “My part-
ner struggles with her mental health.” (P46). Mediating conflicting
preferences was another cognitive task: “Mainly just remembering
what each member of the household likes, prefers and compromising
on that” (P43).

Despite this complexity, participants rarely used domain-specific
tools. Instead, they turned to general-purpose technologies such
as Google, social media, calendars, reminders, and notes suggest-
ing that feeding work is not only cognitively demanding but also
under-supported in the breadth of its complexity by current digital
systems.

As we explore in the findings for RQ1, some feeding activities,
such as strategising and coordinating, align with previously
identified cognitive tasks. However, our data also revealed novel
behaviours within the feeding domain, including researching, per-
sonalising, curating, advocating, and mediating. These activi-
ties highlight the layered, value-driven, and emotionally attuned
nature of feeding work that is potentially hidden from current
technology design.

4.10.4 Theme 4: Finance: A Recognised and Digitally Sup-
ported Domain. Managing household finances emerged as an-
other vivid domain in our data, with participants describing familiar
activities that were closely linked to digital tools. For example, one
participant explained, “I am in control of the main bank account for
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the family and take responsibility for all bills and payments” (P6),
using “my banking app Monzo” (P6). Participants commonly re-
ported using banking apps, spreadsheets, and mobile apps to track
spending. This close integration of technology with financial work
may help explain why, compared to other domains, financial labour
often felt both familiar and actionable.

Finance also surfaced in relation to memory work, such as re-
membering due dates and tracking expenses: “Budgeting and plan-
ning ahead e.g. knowing when the car insurance and MOT is due, any
big spend months etc.” (P48). Some participants even described a
sense of pragmatism or satisfaction in managing these tasks: ”fi-
nances is something I actually enjoy” (P13). Others linked finance to
broader values, such as responsibility: “Ensuring that we’re smart
with money at all times, never needing credit cards or getting into
debt, and we save before buying something” (P44). Financial planning
was also tied to special events and holidays (“I plan and organise
finances for days/weekends away and holidays” – P17). Yet for some,
money management was a source of stress (“I prefer dont think
about money.” – P2).

Overall, financial labour stood out as the domain most consis-
tently paired with digital tools. While not always enjoyable, it was
seen as visible, actionable, and relatively well supported with tech-
nology enabling participants to approach it proactively and with a
degree of control.

4.10.5 Theme 5: Special and Sensitive Contexts. In addition
to everyday routines, participants described cognitive labour that
emerges in non-routine, emotionally significant, or exceptional
contexts. This theme encompasses managing special events, foster-
ing inclusion within family life, and sustaining work-life balance.
Although these areas differ in content, each requires deeply held val-
ues, careful coordination with others, and emotional and relational
dynamics.

Regarding special events, participants detailed the planning
and emotional orchestration required to create meaningful family
occasions such as Christmas and birthdays. “Buying for Christmas...
presents, decorations, wrapping, posting, buying the Christmas tree
and getting it home... ingredients needed for Christmas meals. Making
the Christmas pudding/cake ahead of time” (P21). These examples
showed that managing special events is not merely practical but
deeply intertwined with a desire to preserve cultural meaning and
foster emotional connection.

In terms of inclusion, participants spoke about accommodating
and supporting all family members, especially when a household
includes a neurodivergent member. One participant described, “Reg-
ulating my emotions from a hard day at work so as not to stress out my
neurodivergent partner” (P10). These accounts highlight the ongoing
negotiation of emotional and environmental conditions to create a
stable and inclusive household. Compared with broader themes of
co-habiting and parenting, inclusion required more personalised
and expert knowledge. This knowledge needed to be sourced, then
applied through decision-making and monitoring.

Lastly, the labour of maintaining work-life balance was de-
scribed as the effort to manage boundaries between professional
and personal lives. Participants mentioned strategies such as sepa-
rating work from personal time and ensuring smooth transitions
between roles. For instance, one participant said, “I separate my

work life from my personal life” (P5). Such efforts show that sustain-
ing boundaries is a conscious, ongoing task integral to well-being.

Collectively, these accounts reveal dimensions of cognitive
labour that, though less visible in daily routines, are deeply felt
and carefully managed, requiring foresight, emotional labour, and
sensitivity to others’ needs and expectations. These special and
sensitive contexts intensify the labours and appear to increase the
need for specialist knowledge and skill even when the component
tasks may appear routine.

4.10.6 Theme 6: Inclusion Through Everyday Self-
Regulation. When asked about self-regulation, participants
frequently described behaviours and decisions related to fostering
inclusion within the household. Rather than enforcing individualis-
tic self regulation routines, this labour often involved managing
one’s own actions to accommodate, soothe, or support others -
especially those with neurodivergence, illness, or vulnerability.

The first behaviour, Empathising, involved efforts to under-
stand and respond to emotional distress. One participant explained,
“When I see that my partner has stress after work we usually go for
a walk at our favourite places. We try to discuss the reasons for the
stress and I support him as best as I can” (P2). Another important
behaviour was Assisting, where participants provided direct phys-
ical or logistical support. For example, one noted, “I have to take my
partner to the toilet. I have to remind them to go to the toilet or they
will soil themselves and stay in the mess without acknowledgement”
(P15). A further behaviour, Reflecting, captured the introspective
work of managing one’s own emotional state to foster a positive
home environment. One participant remarked, “I try to switch off
from work, practise empathy and positive thinking, in order to cre-
ate a happy home” (P43). In addition,Maintaining Control was
described as consciously suppressing one’s own emotions, such as
anger, to avoid distressing others, with one participant stating, “I
always try to act in a way that is homely to everyone in the household.
One time I had to hide my anger and try correcting my daughter
calmly over something terrible that she did” (P1). Finally, the be-
haviour of Reminding involved prompting others who struggled
with memory or task follow-through, as one participant detailed,
“My partner struggles to remember things and doesn’t seem to have any
urgency... I also plan around how she is feeling” (P46). Collectively,
these specific behaviours highlight that inclusion through everyday
self-regulation is an ongoing process of emotional and behavioural
management that sustains a supportive household environment.

5 Discussion
This study contributes to an emerging understanding of how digital
tools intersect with the hidden labours of family management, as
theorised by Robertson et al. [46]. While prior research has mapped
and taxonomised these forms of labour, far less is known about
how even ubiquitous tools such as shared calendaring systems,
search engines, notes and list apps, messaging, and social media
currently support, obscure, or reshape them. Our analysis surfaces
uneven provision and the ways family managers improvise with
general-purpose tools, revealing tensions between support, burden,
and invisibility. By linking these lived accounts to established soci-
ological constructs, the study offers HCI an empirically grounded
starting point for understanding how participants describe digital
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systems as intersecting with cognitive and emotional family work,
and for identifying where current technologies may align with,
overlook, or distort these labour forms.

We organise the discussion around four interrelated findings and
identify directions and design considerations for future research.
Together, these findings highlight areas where HCI can better sup-
port, augment or resist the reshaping of family management labour
in the face of emerging technologies. First, Digital Support for
Meta-Labours shows that while planning and monitoring map
neatly onto available tools, more abstract and emotionally nuanced
labours remain under-recognised and underserved. Second, Mean-
ing Making in Family Management highlights that some forms
of labour are meaningful or enjoyable, yet hybrid domains such as
feeding, inclusion, and work-life balance carry hidden complexity
and are poorly supported. Third, From Coordination to Collab-
oration: Rethinking Cooperation clarifies that cooperation in
families depends on collaboration, not just coordination: coordina-
tion individualises responsibility, whereas collaboration scaffolds
co-created norms, role negotiation, and shared accountability. Fi-
nally, Family Crafting: Understanding the WHY of Domestic
Labour highlights accounts in which participants frame values-
based labour as shaping other forms of family work. Taken together,
these contributions extend HCI’s understanding of family manage-
ment labour by foregrounding its uneven technological support, its
relational and affective dynamics, and the meta-labour of aligning
everyday practice with long-term values.

5.1 Digital Support for Meta-Labours
Our results indicate that some types of family management labour
are more consistently supported by digital tools than others. For
instance, participants frequently reported using technology for
the Planning and Strategising labour type, including calendars,
search engines, and task management apps to coordinate activities
and structure routines. Similarly,Monitoring and Anticipating
Needswas often linked with a small but consistent set of tools, such
as location trackers and banking apps. For Knowing, Learning,
and Remembering, participants described relying on general-
purpose technologies like notes, reminders, and to-do lists. This
mirrors established HCI interests in task and information manage-
ment [1, 28, 30, 52], where problems are well defined and tools
widely available.

By contrast, forms of labour such as Vision and Values (Meta-
parenting), Managerial Thinking, and Self-Regulation were
associated with much lower and more fragmented levels of reported
technology use. When digital tools were mentioned, they were of-
ten general-purpose applications applied opportunistically (e.g.,
searching values-driven content on social media or using wellness
apps in the moment). Participants often described visible acts such
as researching and personalising, activities that existing tools can
support, yet our prompts targeted the underlying meta-labour. It
was this meta-labour that participants typically did not enact with
digital tools. The reasoning that organises these activities, aligning
decisions with household values, boundary setting, and reflective
judgement, was rarely treated as part of the “task” itself, echoing
its treatment in recent AI research on housework automation [24].

Our findings also show that participants mainly relied on general-
purpose informational tools (lists, calendars, search engines, mes-
saging) rather than specialised automation. These are tools which
appear to scaffold the informational environment around hidden
labour, but they do not meaningfully reduce or restructure the
underlying work. Whether this reflects participant preference, tech-
nological limitation, or a mismatch between tool capabilities and
domestic needs remains an open question. For HCI, this raises a
central design challenge that resonates with centaur versus cyborg
models of human–AI collaboration [17]: which aspects of cogni-
tive and emotional labour should remain human-led, which might
benefit from augmentative or collaborative support, and what risks
arise if future AI systems attempt to automate work that is deeply
value-driven or relational?

This pattern suggests that support for these meta labours re-
mains ad hoc and uneven, reliant on individual initiative rather
than systematic technological provision. These more abstract and
emotionally nuanced labours may also correspond to what Weeks
and Ruppanner describe as “core” cognitive labours: ongoing, inter-
nal, and often invisible [63]. In contrast, “episodic” labours, such as
maintenance or finance management, are more readily recognised
and, whilst also underpinned by values, tend to rely on more trans-
ferable norms (for example financial wisdom), making them more
likely to be addressed by digital solutions. Part of this disparity
reflects wider gendered and commercial dynamics. As Sadowski
[51] and Perez [41] argue, technological development in domestic
contexts is often driven by commercial and institutional interests,
meaning that labours with less obvious commercial or data value
tend to be overlooked. The omission of these labours risks further
obscuring them in everyday family life. While our reading of the
data may be shaped by our positionality as practitioners with expe-
rience designing and evaluating digital tools, the observed gaps in
our sample nonetheless suggest the need for a conceptual account
of why support clusters around visible tasks while value and vision
oriented meta-labours remain tacit and individually held.

5.1.1 Design consideration: Interrogate the parts you can’t
see. When designing for seemingly well-structured planning or
monitoring tasks, designers should attend to the meta-labours em-
bedded within them, particularly the values work, meaning-making,
and anticipatory judgement that precede visible action. For example,
a system that streamlines the purchase of gifts (e.g., Amazon) may
risk displacing or obscuring the substantial cognitive and emotional
work involved in deciding what is appropriate, safe, aligned with
family values, affordable, and socially considerate. Designing with
awareness of these meta-labours can help avoid flattening them
into simple transactions.

5.2 Meaning-Making in Family Management
Some participants described aspects of family management labour
as enjoyable or empowering, challenging the assumption (perhaps
shaped by our positionality) that such labour is only a burden to
be minimised. We interpret these accounts as indications of ongo-
ing meaning-making: the interpretive and relational work through
which tasks acquire significance, identity, and connection. Enjoy-
ment often arose when labour was visible, shared, or aligned with
personal and household values, echoing Reich-Stiebert et al.’s [45]
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multidimensional framing of mental load. Digital tools could medi-
ate these experiences: shared calendars, trackers, and collaborative
planning apps provided structure and visibility that sometimes
fostered recognition and a sense of control.

Hybrid domains such as Feeding, Inclusion, Work-Life Balance,
and Special Events were prominent sites of meaning-making. They
combine routines, emotion, and culture, and were described as
central and emotionally charged yet inconsistently supported by
digital tools [14]. Their hybrid character helps explain this gap:
by spanning multiple categories, they fall between the cracks of
narrowly focused tools and conceptual frameworks, leaving families
to rely on tacit judgement and ad hoc coordination.

Feeding practices, for example, were shaped by concerns for in-
clusion and health, while Special Events carried heightened cultural
and emotional expectations. These cases illustrate how values and
rituals intensify cognitive labour because decisions carry symbolic
as well as practical weight, resonating with DeVault’s account of
food and family ritual [18] and with values-centred approaches in
HCI [7]. At the same time, technologies that promise convenience
or satisfaction can reframe meaning in ways that entrench norms
or increase workload. As Cowan [12], Hackman [21], and Strengers
[56] caution, framing or marketing domestic labour as “enjoyable”
or “loving” can obscure that it remains unpaid and unequally dis-
tributed.

The entanglement of work and home life compounds these ten-
sions. Leppäkumpu and Sivunen [34] showhowmanagingwork and
nonwork boundaries involves fraught, relational negotiation. Flexi-
ble or home-based working can blur domains and increase pressure
on family managers. Relatedly, Sadka and Antle [50] and Wadley
et al. [62] call for socially grounded approaches to emotion regula-
tion, noting that current tools often neglect interpersonal dynamics.
Extending this critique, we treat meaning-making as a collective
accomplishment: attempts to “add enjoyment” that individualise
responsibility risk reinforcing hidden work, raising expectations,
and generating new tasks rather than alleviating them.

Framing these accounts around meaning-making helps explain
uneven support: where the symbolic stakes of a decision are high
and negotiated, labour resists delegation and simple instrumentali-
sation; where criteria are explicit and shared, support is easier to
provide.

5.2.1 Design consideration: Automate the crappy parts. Dig-
ital tools often replace the most meaningful or relational aspects
of family life. For example entertaining or educating children with
iPads, or digital breast pumps that replace themother’s role in breast
feeding so she may work whilst leaving the least meaningful tasks
such as laundry, repetitive preparation, and logistical coordination
untouched. Designers might therefore consider which aspects of
labour families would actually prefer to delegate, and which they
may wish to preserve because they carry emotional or relational
significance.

5.3 From Coordination to Collaboration:
Rethinking Cooperation

We break down the concept of cooperation into coordination (allo-
cating tasks, aligning schedules and information flows) and collabo-
ration (co-authoring plans and norms, negotiating roles, and sharing

accountability). Our data highlighted Vision and Values and Self-
Regulation as especially dependent on collaborative cooperation,
but inconsistently supported by technology. Notably, households
lacking cooperative responsibilities were also those least aligned
with these two of Robertson et al.’s labour types. This suggests that
cooperation was described as central to family management labour,
yet it remains framed and supported as coordination rather than
collaboration in existing frameworks and technologies.

When considering the labour of Vision and Values, participants
described activities such as researching information or curating
resources, often entwined with boundary negotiation and empa-
thy work. This relational nuance mirrors HCI and CSCW literature,
where articulation work, the hidden coordination required in collec-
tive settings, provides a useful lens [55, 59]. However, articulation
work typically foregrounds coordination of interdependent tasks;
our accounts point to collaborative sense-making and shared norm-
setting that exceed simple task alignment. Studies in care contexts
similarly show overlaps, for example the invisible coordination
involved in supporting others across institutional and interpersonal
boundaries [35].

Similarly, Petsolari et al. [42] found that parents resisted AI
systems that sought to replace parental roles, and instead valued
tools that enhanced cooperation, communication, and emotional
care. This echoes our findings that participants wanted technologies
to support shared family dynamics rather than only individual tasks,
a collaborative substrate rather than a coordinated handoff.

Cooperation also featured heavily in our analysis of Self-
Regulation, particularly in Theme 6: Inclusion Through Everyday
Self-Regulation. Robertson et al. define self-regulation as “the cogni-
tive work involved in managing one’s behaviours and maintaining
one’s own health and equilibrium for the sake of the family” [46,
p.194]. Participants described practices such as soothing oneself,
managing emotional outbursts, and preparing for difficult situa-
tions, typically in service of family wellbeing, especially in contexts
involving neurodivergence or work life balance. These are per-
formed for and with others, indicating collaborative intent even
when the act appears individual.

While some participants reported using wellness apps or digital
media like music, these tools were general-purpose. They supported
component acts, such as emotional self-soothing or seeking inspira-
tional content, but rendered the relational intent invisible, treating
the work as an individual task to be coordinated. As discussed in
the background section of this paper, emotional labour of this kind
is often invisible, gendered, and marginalised [21]. Our data suggest
that these practices are central to family functioning yet are framed
by technologies in individualistic, coordination-centric terms.

Participants’ responses also introduced descriptors for this
labour, including empathising and enforcing boundaries. These do
not appear in Reich-Stiebert et al.’s taxonomy of gendered mental
load [45], perhaps because they sit at the intersection of emotional
and cognitive work. They also overlap with research on emotional
labour [21] and studies of home-based work and boundary man-
agement [8, 11, 48].

Sadka and Antle [50] review technologies for emotion regulation
and highlight persistent gaps in supporting social and relational
aspects. Similarly, Wadley et al. [62] stress the importance of draw-
ing from psychological models and identify social interaction as a
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critical but underexplored domain. Taken together, these accounts
indicate that treating relational family work as coordination pre-
serves its individualised character; a collaboration lens foregrounds
shared authorship, negotiation, and mutual accountability that cur-
rent tools rarely represent.

We therefore read cooperation as the foundation of family man-
agement, and collaboration (rather than coordination) as the unit
that better captures how Vision and Values and Self-Regulation
are enacted. This distinction helps explain why support remains
uneven or confused and suggests better scaffolding opportunities
for innovation.

5.3.1 Design consideration: Avoid accidental individuali-
sation. Digital systems can inadvertently centralise domestic in-
formation and decision-making around a single family manager.
Meal-planning and grocery apps offer a clear example: although
they technically support shared lists or collaborative planning, in
practice one person often becomes responsible for selecting meals,
balancing dietary constraints, monitoring allergies, budgeting, ac-
commodating sensory needs, interpreting health goals, and aligning
choices with family values such as sustainability or cultural prefer-
ences. This person becomes the “keeper of context,” carrying the
invisible work needed to make a meal “right” for the household.
Designers may therefore consider how tools can support shared
visibility, intentional collaboration, and consensual redistribution
of context, rather than reinforcing individual burden.

5.4 Family Crafting: Understanding the WHY of
Domestic Labour

The most prominent emergent labour in our study was Vision and
Values, termedMetaparenting by Robertson et al. [46] (drawing on
Holden and Hawk [33]). We broaden this to Life-Crafting to cap-
ture relevance beyond parenting and to name the work of making
explicit the “why” that underpins everyday decisions: articulating
what matters, how trade-offs are judged, and what a household is
aiming for over time.

We propose reframing this as Life-Crafting (or Family Craft-
ing), a term that captures its multidimensional nature (emotional,
cognitive, philosophical) and links it to adjacent literatures such as
Life-Crafting [61], Job Crafting [38], and Conservation of Resources
theory [22]. These perspectives similarly position individuals as
active agents shaping roles, environments, and futures through
reflective, goal-directed strategies.

Life-Crafting is related to, but distinct from, several established
constructs in HCI and sociology. Where existing constructs attend
to the coordination, identity, or care dynamics of domestic life, none
explicitly theorise the normative, value setting work that organises
these actions. Life-Crafting makes this dimension visible and ana-
lytically available as a distinct form of family management labour.
Articulation work [55, 59] focuses on coordinating and knitting to-
gether interdependent tasks; Life-Crafting, by contrast, foregrounds
the normative work of deciding what a household is aiming for, and
which tasks count as “good enough” in the first place. Identity work
[19, 53] examines how people present and sustain selves or roles;
Life-Crafting instead centres the ongoing negotiation of shared
household values, which may cut across individual identities and
require compromise. Care work and emotional labour traditions

[21, 26] highlight the affective effort of soothing, tending and sup-
porting others; Life-Crafting builds on this by making explicit the
value frameworks (for example dignity, inclusion, non-punitive par-
enting) that organise which caring actions are seen as appropriate
or necessary. In short, we use Life-Crafting to name a value-driven,
future-oriented meta-labour at the household level, rather than
coordination, self-presentation or care practices alone.

Despite being richly articulated, participants rarely linked Life-
Crafting to digital tools. Mentions were scattered across general-
purpose platforms (e.g. search engines, note apps, spreadsheets)
rather than consistent or purpose-built supports. Activities such as
enforcing boundaries or mediating conflicting needs did not align
with existing taxonomies in our content analysis, underlining the
relative novelty and invisibility of this labour in existing conceptual
frameworks [16, 45].

As seen in Theme 5: Special and Sensitive Contexts and Theme 3:
Feeding, Life-Crafting surfaced most vividly in emotionally charged
contexts (e.g. neurodivergence, inclusive events, transitions be-
tween work and home). In these moments, participants enacted
and communicated values as the foundation for decision-making,
the “why” that made practical choices intelligible to others.

Life-Crafting spans activities such as planning, anticipating,
decision-making, and reflection, often overlapping with other
labour types. This distribution underlines its meta character: the
“why” coordinates and anchors the “what.”Without it, work risks be-
coming fragmented and harder to delegate, exacerbating cognitive
load and inequities, as also highlighted in Theme 2 on household
composition.

Concerns about technology are echoed in research showing
parents’ caution toward AI when tools risk undermining trust,
authority, or context sensitivity [42]. This mirrors participants’
limited use of digital supports for Life-Crafting, suggesting that
poorly aligned tools could increase rather than alleviate pressures.

Yet Life-Crafting also offered potential for joy, creativity, and
identity formation. As seen in Theme 1: Varied Enjoyment, some
participants described management as empowering. Empowerment
most often appeared when the rationale for action was shared and
recognised. Life-Crafting in particular may reduce fragmentation
while enabling self-expression and meaning-making.

Future research could explore how technologies might articulate
and externalise family values in supportive rather than prescriptive
ways. For example, could large language models (LLMs) help gener-
ate shared value statements, curate principles across domains (e.g.
food, inclusion, behavioural norms), and scaffold reflection? These
tools could ease sole decision-making and enable more equitable
responsibility-sharing, if designed carefully to avoid reproducing
gendered dynamics. Building on Strengers and Kennedy [56], queer
and inclusive design methods may further help reimagine not only
labour distribution but how family itself is conceptualised.

These insights prompt concrete questions for future systems
design: how to make hidden work visible without increasing it,
how to support cooperation rather than individualise responsibility,
and how to respect values-based life-crafting while avoiding new
inequities or forms of unseen labour.

5.4.1 Design consideration: Understand and centralise the
‘why’ without automating it. Technologies are well suited to
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organising the how and the what of domestic action, but the why
needs to be kept central and human rather than automated. In fami-
lies supporting a neurodivergent child, for example, decisions about
routines, transitions or sensory environments might be guided by
commitments to dignity, autonomy and non-punitive care. If digital
tools infer their own goals from usage data or generic behavioural
models, they may start to optimise for compliance or efficiency
in ways that conflict with these values. Instead of generating or
adjusting the “right” goals on behalf of families, systems could help
people to articulate, record and share the reasons that matter to
them, and to use those reasons as a visible reference point for ev-
eryday decisions. In this way, technology can help centralise the
why without taking ownership of it.

6 Limitations and Future Work
This study’s primary limitation was its reliance on a survey format.
While this enabled a broad and diverse sample, it restricted our
ability to probe how cognitive and emotional labours unfold in
practice. As the first study in a broader programme of work, the
survey was designed to map the breadth of family management
labour and its technological mediation, providing a baseline contri-
bution that later qualitative studies can deepen rather than replace.
We could not fully explore the situated use of technologies, their
emotional impact, or the ways they support or complicate family
work. We did not measure digital literacy directly, so our analysis
reflects participants’ own accounts of the tools they use rather than
a calibrated assessment of technological skill or access. To help
participants reflect on the often abstract nature of hidden labours,
we provided prompts and examples in our descriptions (see Ap-
pendix A and Appendix B). While necessary, these may also have
introduced framing effects by foregrounding certain interpretations
of the work. In particular, although we deliberately used a mix of
digital and non-digital probe images, several examples still depicted
visible or already-digitised tasks. This may have unintentionally
foregrounded more instrumental aspects of family work and in-
troduced a framing effect that made subtle relational or affective
labour less likely to be volunteered unprompted.

Because this was a one-time, self-reported survey, it cannot cap-
ture the more tacit, bodily, or evolving aspects of cognitive and
emotional labour. It also does not cover every nuance of the soci-
ological taxonomies we use; it reflects how participants describe
this work, rather than the fine-grained dynamics that ethnographic
studies can show. We also did not apply any time-based exclusion
criteria, which in hindsight might have provided an extra safeguard.
In practice, requiring participants to complete all six labour sections
was largely sufficient, as the vast majority of included responses
were of a reasonable length and completion time. Our claims there-
fore focus on participants’ reflective accounts rather than the full
situated enactment of these practices.

We also acknowledge that, although we ensured diversity in
household structure and socioeconomic background, our design
did not support meaningful engagement with how differently situ-
ated households experience family labour. Domestic norms, family
roles, and labour expectations are culturally and socially contin-
gent, and this limits the standpoint our findings can speak from.
Future work requires qualitative and participatory approaches (e.g.

interviews, diaries, ethnography, or co-design) that can surface
pluralism, lived inequality, and contextual variation, particularly
in relation to Life-Crafting and self-regulation, where reflections
were highly individualised. Such work would be better positioned
to attend to how cultural and social histories shape the visibility,
distribution, and technological mediation of family management
labour.

Our retrospective focus on currently used technologies also left
emerging practices and speculative possibilities out of scope. As
AI systems increasingly enter the domestic sphere, it is vital to
understand not only how they are adopted but also how they are
imagined, resisted, or negotiated, particularly in relation to hidden
or value-driven forms of labour that may not be immediately au-
tomatable. Speculative methods such as design fictions could help
surface these perceptions, illuminating both potential utility and
harm in AI-driven family management tools.

Our findings highlight several directions for further inquiry.
One is to investigate the meta-labour of Life-Crafting, the reflec-
tive, values-based work that sustains coherence and transferabil-
ity across domains. Future studies could explore how co-designed
tools, including large language models (LLMs), might externalise
and support this labour by articulating shared values, curating
domain-specific principles, and enabling collaborative reflection.
Such approaches must balance assistance with sensitivity, avoiding
intrusion or the reinforcement of gendered inequities.

Other promising lines of inquiry include: examining how feeding
practices expose the layered interplay of care, inclusion, and well-
being; testing how digital tools might enhance the enjoyment and
visibility of family management without trivialising its demands;
and deepening our understanding of cooperative labour through
CSCW concepts such as articulation work. Each direction opens
opportunities to surface and support hidden domestic labours by
adapting tools from adjacent domains or engaging new institutional
and commercial stakeholders.

Finally, our analysis is shaped by our positionality as feminist
researchers committed to improving domestic life through tech-
nology. These values led us to foreground supportive tools rather
than approaches that centred on non-use. We also worked within a
pre-existing taxonomy of family management labour, which, while
useful, may have constrained our interpretations. Future research
could extend this work through alternative frameworks and partic-
ipatory approaches that centre the framings and values of family
managers themselves.

7 Conclusion
This paper examined how digital technologies relate to six forms of
family management labour and how participants describe enacting
them. We found uneven support across these labours: participants
reported that tools supported some activities (for example organis-
ing and monitoring) but left gaps elsewhere. Tasks tied to external
institutions such as finance and health benefited from calendars,
compliance requirements, reminders, and dedicated portals. By
contrast, domains like inclusion, special events, and work-life bal-
ance lacked these outside anchors. Instead, they relied on tacit
judgement, memory, and ad hoc coordination, leaving participants
without clear digital support. Building on prior work, we surface
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Life-Crafting (household vision and values) and Self-Regulation
as consequential yet weakly supported sites for research and in-
novation. Both resist delegation because they are implicit, value-
laden, and highly context sensitive, which pushes people towards
improvised, individual strategies rather than shared ones. While
family management is cooperative, especially around feeding and
emotional regulation, the tools participants used were commonly
individualised. We contribute a preliminary empirical mapping of
digital support and gaps across these labours, and suggest direc-
tions for future research that explores how collaborative domestic
technologies could make meta labour visible, shareable, and ne-
gotiated across roles, supporting fairer distribution without over-
formalising family life. These insights invite HCI to treat values
and self-regulation as part of everyday coordination and to design
for collaboration and equity, while recognising that some of this
work is also experienced as meaningful.

8 AI assistance:
The authors made limited use of AI tools for language editing, to
resolve minor LaTeX formatting issues, and to generate illustrative
examplematerials (e.g., image probes) used to demonstrate concepts.
All substantive content, analysis, and arguments were developed
by the authors.
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Appendix A Survey Structure and Coding Overview
Component Description Examples (from survey text)

Demographics & Household Context Demographic and household questions establishing who
the respondent is and their role in the home.

Age band; gender; education; employment status; household
size; number under 18; relationship status; living with a part-
ner; caring responsibilities; self-identified role in household
management.

Introduction to Types of Labour Introductory text explaining that the next section asks about
different types of cognitive labour in the home.

“Next we will ask you about a series of types of cognitive
labour.”

Labour type: Planning and strategising Plain-language description of planning and strategising, in-
cluding anticipatory and “how-to” work.

“This includes time management, planning family activities,
researching and developing ‘how to’ plans for home life and
contingency planning.”

Labour type: Monitoring and anticipating
needs

Description of ongoing monitoring of people and resources. “This includes monitoring resources (e.g., money, food) or
monitoring children or pet’s whereabouts.”

Labour type: Family vision and values Description of shaping a shared vision and values for home
life.

“The vision is the underlying aspirations for how life should
be living in your home... Values such as being environmen-
tally friendly and healthy, vegetarian or vegan, or keeping
family close through shared activities and routines”

Labour type: Knowing (learning and remem-
bering)

Description of learning about household members and re-
membering needs in context.

“Learning about your household members needs as well as
testing and iterating this knowledge. Remembering all the
needs on time and in context.”

Labour type: Managerial thinking (delegating
and instructing)

Description of “management” work as though running the
home like a business.

“This work includes orchestrating, evaluating, delegating
everything from finances to meals as though you were the
manager of your home if your home was a business.”

Labour type: Self-regulation Description of regulating one’s own emotions and behaviour
in the best interests of the family.

“Regulating your own emotions and behaviour in the best
interest of the family. Mental preparation, cognitive and
emotional regulation strategies.”

Relatability rating (per labour type) Slider item measuring how strongly participants relate to
each labour type.

“How strongly do you relate to this type of mental labour
in your daily life?” (slider).

Responsibility attribution (per labour type) Multiple-choice question about who is primarily responsible
for the work.

Options: “Me – I’m the only one in my household”; “Me –
and I live with others”; “My partner”; “Equally shared”; “I
do not relate to this type of labour.”

Salient example (open text; all labour types) For each labour type, participants who related to it were
asked to describe a salient example; those who did not relate
were asked why.

“You have said you do relate to this – can you describe an
example of this labour from your own life that stands out
the most to you?” / “You have said you don’t relate to this –
why?”

Technology use (per labour type) Open-text question asking about any technologies used to
support the labour type.

“If you currently use any technologies to support this type
of work please can you give details?”

Technology burden (per labour type) Open-text question asking whether technologies create ad-
ditional labour.

“Do any of the technologies you have described create addi-
tional work for you? If so how?”

End-of-survey reflection: visibility Slider on how visible the explored labours are within the
household.

“How visible do you think the labours we have explored in
this survey are in your household?”

Coding logic (analysis) How responses were analysed. Summarised here; detailed
in Methods.

Open-text responses were mapped to the six labour domains
and thematically coded to identify patterns in practices,
emotions, and technology use; technology mentions coded
and situated by domain. (As described in 4.4 Analysis.)

Exclusion criteria Only exclusion rule: submissions had to complete all six
labour sections; 11 of 61 submissions were excluded.

Final analytic sample: N = 50.
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Appendix B Other visual probes - spanning
digital and non-digital examples

Figure 3: Visual probe illustrating the concept of knowing,
learning, and remembering, using examples of everyday re-
minders and shared understandings of healthy balance. Ex-
ample materials generated by the authors using GPT-4.

Figure 4: Visual probe illustrating the concept of managerial
thinking using examples of a physical kanban style family
organiser. Example materials generated by the authors using
GPT-4.

Figure 5: Visual probe illustrating the concept of Planning
and Strategising, using examples of dog training advice and
an app for planning a family day out. Example materials
generated by the authors using GPT-4.
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