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Abstract 
Using the constructs of social identity and context 
collapse as a backdrop, we explore questions 
surrounding the ways in which women assume, 
embody, and negotiate their roles as women, mothers, 
and professionals. As interaction design researchers 
who partner with children (5-18 years old) in the 
design of technology for children, we have unique 
perspectives on the transition of social identity from 
professional woman to professional-woman-who-is-
also-mom. Our children can sometimes be participants 
in our own research, leading to social identity overlaps, 
or a context collapse of “researcher role” and “mother 
role.” In this (very) brief prospectus, we relate our 
experience and initial research ideas for unpacking the 
many faces of women’s social identities.  
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Social Identity and Context Collapse 
The concept of social identity has been studied across a 
range of disciplines, including psychology, cultural 
studies, business, and human-computer interaction [2]. 
Social identity enables us to examine the relationship 
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between our personal identities (“me as mom”); our 
social roles (“me in relation to my son/daughter”); the 
social groups in which our personal identities are 
embedded (“me with other moms”); and our collective 
identity (“motherhood”) [2]. The multiple social roles 
individuals assume throughout their lives are also 
enacted in various contexts (home, work, online, 
offline). The ways in which individuals present 
themselves vary, depending on the different audiences 
available in these contexts [4]. Sometimes, at large 
social gatherings such as weddings [4], our attempts to 
carefully manage and bound our different-faces-for-
different-people fail. All the differentiated audiences in 
our lives flatten into one group, and our contexts 
collapse [4]. For this workshop, we are interested in 
engaging in discussions of social identity: how do we 
inhabit the various networked publics [3] of our lives, 
given our multiple, overlapping social identities as 
women, mothers, and professionals?  

Specifically, we would like to share our experiences as 
interaction design researchers who face the choice of 
whether or not to include our children in our research. 
Following the tradition of researchers like Piaget (who 
studied his own children’s development) [1], we have 
sometimes included our children in design sessions. We 
have not only wondered how this affects our research 
(are we unintentionally injecting bias?) but how it may 
affect our children (do they feel obligated to do this, or 
are they excited to be a part)? How does it affect our 
social role identity (mother, child) and relationship with 
them? As noted by Deborah Lineberger, developmental 
psychologist who directs the Children’s Media Lab at the 
University of Pennsylvania, “I don’t want them to feel 
uncomfortable… When you mix being a researcher with 
being a parent, it can put your kids in an unfair place” 

[1]. We have also been amazed at our children’s efforts 
to contribute (and be taken seriously), as they become 
more aware of, and interested in, our research. 

Vitak [5] examined the strategies that individuals use 
to maintain boundaries between their personal and 
professional lives in social network sites like Facebook. 
The roles that working mothers assume online 
represent another issue regarding context collapse that 
we would like to discuss (e.g., Do you include “mom” in 
your twitter profile or academic website?; What would a 
social network visualization of working moms look like 
– separate home/work clusters, or not?).  
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Beth, Mona Leigh, and Helene 
all conduct research that 
involves the design and use 
of technology for children and 
families. One characteristic 
aspect of our research is that 
we use participatory design 
(co-design) methods with 
children to help design and 
evaluate technologies built for 
children.  
Ironically, we collaborated on 
this paper while waiting for 
our children at their riding 
lessons and sporting events. 
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7-year-old 
Willow’s mom. 

 

Helene is mom 
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(15) and 
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Michael (11) 
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