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ABSTRACT
Sharing mutual experiences on the same topic is an effective way
to increase members’ sense of belonging to the community, but
existing approaches are insufficient in building such a narrative
when a community tries to connect remotely, due to barriers in
sharing and organizing content. In this paper, we present Collective
Narrative (CN), a context-aware system that facilitates users in
identifying share-worthy moments through in-context prompting,
and automates the organization process through informed section
assignment to a narrative structure. A preliminary study testing the
CN iPhone app demonstrates that CN can potentially scaffold in-
the-moment sharings and form narratives that are comprehensive
yet diverse, thereby presenting contributions in a way that users
could easily identify mutual experiences and feelings by reading
the narrative.
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1 INTRODUCTION
Going through community experiences in-personmakes people feel
more connected with each other. While in-person, people can easily
share their experiences and feelings through casual conversations
with other community members. They can also immerse in mutual
atmospheres through engaging in shared physical spaces where
other community members are present–such as studying for exams
at the school library or grabbing late-night caffeine from a popular
coffee shop–even when there are no deliberately planned group
activities. While co-location allows people to feel togetherness
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by taking advantage of coincidental opportunities and low-effort
engagement, physical distance makes connecting over a shared
experience difficult, because it requires the user to actively share
and learn about multiple aspects of the mutual experience.

Many communities resort to social networking sites to connect
with one another. Yet, these platforms are limited in supporting
a collective account of shared experiences for two main reasons.
First, most existing platforms rely on voluntary sharing. The user
needs to discern and decide what to post by themself, which leaves
out many relevant and share-worthy moments. In needfinding, we
found that people did not often share in social media groups be-
cause they did not realize the value of the current moment, or often
worried that their posts would not be appreciated by their commu-
nity. Second, current platforms hardly support the user to piece
together a collective theme through posts from different people,
because the platforms promote individual content and present posts
as disconnected from each other. For example, an Instagram user
can easily notice a well-composed post, but struggle to extract a
community theme out of multiple posts, because they would need
to scroll through all updates, identify relevant ones, and make sense
out of them. While mechanisms like Twitter hashtags attempt to
tie community sharings together, they are often so broad in terms
of either participants or topics, that they disappoint community
members who seek more exclusive togetherness.

To bridge the gaps in in-the-moment sharing and connecting
individual contributions, we propose Collective Narrative (CN), a
context-aware technology that helps people within a community
to connect more closely with one another, through reading and
contributing to a multi-faceted narrative about the community’s
mutual experience. CN involves (1) a context-aware iPhone app that
prompts users in relevant scenarios to identify their specific con-
texts and share their current moments, (2) a narrative structure of
“side-by-side timelines” that supports a comprehensive, diverse and
cohesive community story, and (3) a backend engine that automati-
cally fits individual user contributions into the narrative structure
to form the final artifact. For example, when running a story about
“life during the last week of college” among seniors at Northwestern
University (NU), CN prompts the user in relevant contexts to the
finals week theme, from visiting an NU landmark, to studying at the
school library. CN then asks the user to contextualize whether they
feel they are thriving or surviving in their finals week, and invites
them to share in-the-moment through multimedia contributions.
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Figure 1: Screenshots of the Collective Narrative app that show the four key interfaces, including notification, pre-story ques-
tions, story prompts and contribution, and the narrative artifact.

Lastly, the engine leverages its knowledge of specific contexts and
categorizes individual contributions into a community narrative
with two contrasting timelines, “Thriving” and “Surviving.”

CN makes sharing less intimidating by helping community mem-
bers realize the value of their common life moments. CN’s context-
aware prompting actively identifies the user in contexts relevant
to the narrative theme and invites in-the-moment sharings. The
invitation not only reminds the user to pay attention to the current
moment, but also recognizes the value of their experience to the
community and increases the user’s confidence to share. The narra-
tive artifact with the “side-by-side timelines”structure overcomes
disconnectedness by chronologically organizing user contributions
in a week and largely preserves diversity by showing two contrast-
ing facets–“Thriving” and “Surviving”. It sheds a more balanced
light on experiences that are typically hidden on social media, such
as people’s low moments during finals week.

The main conceptual contribution of this work is the idea of
increasing community togetherness with a more engaged way of
collective storytelling. We argue that through context-awareness,
CN empowers and scaffolds the user to become a valuable contrib-
utor to a collective narrative, which increases the bond between
the user and their community. To test the argument, we ran a 4-
day pilot deployment study with 13 users, which shows the early
promise of CN to connect communities through contributing to a
collective story about a mutual theme.

2 RELATEDWORK
Social networking technologies, such as Instagram, aim to con-
nect people over distance through content sharing. Despite the
abundant information on these platforms, there is hardly a sense
of togetherness, because even on the same topic, each sharing is
highly individualized [7] and disconnected. These platforms also

implement additional mechanisms to tie community sharings to-
gether, such as Facebook groups, Snapchat’s themed filters, and
Twitter hashtags. Yet, when users need more exclusive together-
ness, as in the senior year use case, these mechanisms are lacking
because their groupings are all solely based on one dimension of
collectiveness (shared identity for Facebook Group, shared context
for Snapchat filters and shared topic for Twitter hashtags).

Many existing approaches to collective storytelling for commu-
nities present a tradeoff between accessibility and quality of the
narrative. With collaborative storytelling on a voluntary basis, such
as using context-based filters in Instagram or Snapchat Stories,
deciding when to share and what to share can be a struggle for
users [6]. For example, when most posts feature the shiniest aspects
of the senior year, it is hard for a user to realize that all the ups
and downs during the process are also valuable experiences that
would be welcomed by the community. On the other hand, journal-
ists have the training and tools to identify interesting trends and
surface hidden perspectives from user-generated content (UGC).
However, their outputs are often short of abundance and diver-
sity compared to social media, because all the work relies on a
highly-skilled anecdote seeker.

Earlier research introduced crowdsourcing to reduce the burden
of skilled storytellers and create organized narratives. Kim et al’s
Storia system [4] summarizes existing social media content of a
widely-viewed event (e.g., a sports event) by organizing posts us-
ing narrative structure. Agapie et al’s Eventful system [1] recruits
crowdworkers to report, curate, and write field reports of local
events (e.g., town halls, festivals). While these systems effectively
employ groups of people to compose structured stories, they are
limited to narrating individual events occuring at a single moment.
In contrast, we aim to create community narratives that weave
multiple events happening across multiple moments in people’s
lives; CN does this by considering situations which people might
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be in (e.g., multiple contexts capturing distinct aspects of their final
week before graduation), and prompting community members to
participate as situations arise.

Recent work on social technologies for connecting [3, 5] has ex-
plored how a person’s context can create coincidental opportunities
to interact across moments in time. Opportunistic Collective Expe-
riences is one example considered by Louie et al [5] that identifies
moments when users share situations across distance and facilitates
shared experiences and activities in these moments (e.g., stomping
in puddles when it’s raining in users’ respective cities). Unlike this
previous work where opportunities for interacting were primarily
grounded in a shared situation, CN explores how opportunities
to contribute arise from multiple, distinct situations; in doing so,
it expands the use-cases for context-aware social technologies by
effectively weaving diverse perspectives from these situations into
a broader community-theme.

3 SYSTEM DESCRIPTION
The Collective Narrative iPhone app allows a user in a relevant
context to easily join a community narrative by sharing their ex-
periences and feelings in the moment; see Figure 1. It is a working
system and has a narrative, “Thriving or Surviving? Northwestern
Seniors in Finals Season,” designed specifically for Northwestern
seniors use-case, where contexts and prompts were catered to the
user population. To contribute to the narrative a Northwestern
senior student goes through the following four interfaces:

(1) Notification: CN identifies the user in a relevant context us-
ing a combination of physical affordances, including weather,
location, and time. When the user is in a context relevant
to the finals season, such as when they are located in a li-
brary at midnight, they would be notified to contribute to
the narrative.

(2) Pre-Story Questions: A user’s emotional state or the atmo-
sphere of a place is hard to detect through physical affor-
dances. Therefore, before the user makes their contribution,
they must self-report more details through a set of pre-story
questions (inspired by the casting engine in [2]), to help the
system understand the user’s specific context and themself.
For example, the user needs to answer, “Are you feeling
WOOO or BOOO towards finals?”

(3) Story Prompts and Contribution: The user submits a pic-
ture and a text description. Some users struggle to provide
in-depth descriptions about the current moment. The dy-
namically generated story prompts follow up on the user’s
specific context and scaffold the user to share their experi-
ence and feelings. For example, if the user is feeling “BOOO”
at a library, one of the prompts would be, “We are so sorry
to hear that! Why does studying at the library make you feel
‘BOOO’ toward finals?”

(4) Narrative Artifact: After contributing, the user sees a col-
lective narrative artifact, which organizes all current con-
tributions from the community using a narrative structure.
The system uses its knowledge of the user’s context to cate-
gorize their contribution into a certain section. For example,
the “senior finals” artifact features a “side-by-side timelines”
structure, which categorizes and organizes content based

on the user’s indicated emotional state (whether they are
feeling WOOO or BOOO), and the time of contribution.

4 PILOT DEPLOYMENT STUDY
In our user study, we aim to understand if Collective Narrative can
bring senior students at Northwestern University closer by sharing
context-specific experiences. Specifically, we aim to address the
following research questions: How can context-aware prompting and
context-specific questions increase users’ awareness of and confidence
to share their current moments? And how can reading an organized
community narrative strengthen users’ feeling of togetherness with
their community over a shared theme?

We recruited through word-of-mouth 13 seniors to participate
in a study about their lives during their final week of college. Par-
ticipants answered a pre-study survey with multiple-choice and
short-answer questions, which helped us understand the landscape
of how seniors students connect with one another. Then, the seniors
interacted with CN over four days. In the post-study survey, they
described their experience using the app and answered a set of ques-
tions similar to pre-study to measure changes in their relationship
with the senior class community. In addition, we interviewed five
most active participants, where they walked through the narrative
artifact and shared in-depth insights on how CN influenced their
actions and feelings. We identified feedback that related to both the
motivation to share raw moments in their life and changes in the
feeling of togetherness with other community members.

5 RESULTS
After the study, 8 out of 13 participants rated their togetherness with
other seniors higher, demonstrating that CN has helped participants
to connect more closely with the broader senior community. A
participant compared the togetherness they felt on CN with an
in-person party with some seniors, “it was sweet because everyone
was chatting and catching up despite not really being friends! CN
gives me that same vibe” (P1).

Participants shared aspects of their lives that they wouldn’t
normally post on other social media, because CN’s context-aware
prompting increased their confidence and awareness to share the
current moment. One participant was more motivated to post about
mundane life moments, such as doing homework and shopping,
because they felt that their contribution would be valued, “it’s a
struggle for me to convince myself that it’s worth other people’s time
and effort to read my stuff, whereas CN...made me feel like someone
(even if it was bot) cared about what I was doing” (P2). Participants
also enjoyed how CN’s context-specific prompts allowed them to
be more aware of their current moment. One participant described
posting on CN as, “little snippets of facilitated reflection [that] en-
couraged and captured how I was feeling both in the moment and as
a senior...and to come up with texts and photos that represent that”
(P3).

Besides easing the sharing process, the spontaneity and authen-
ticity of posts on CN helped the audience feel connected with other
seniors. “I didn’t feel particularly constricted [to the theme],” one
participant said, “there is a common thread of seniors graduating,
which give me some ideas, and seeing other [non-graduation specific]
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posts gave me more ideas” (P4). Another participant felt that surfac-
ing these spontaneous moments “humanises the experience, [and
allows me to] know what others are feeling similarly about the end,
combining the stress of finals with last goodbyes” (P3).

Furthermore, we found that the narrative structure used in the
study, “side-by-side timelines,” allowed participants to easily iden-
tify commonalities between individual posts, which allows users
to recognize the cohesiveness and diverse perspectives within the
narrative. P5 commented: “The narrative makes me feel connected
to the senior community because we are all going through similar
experiences (finals week) but all persevering in various ways.” When
sharing their feelings about the artifact, many participants referred
to the whole narrative rather than individual posts. For example,
some started to extract patterns,“People probably had a good week
given the amount of posts on the thriving side far outnumber those
on the surviving side” (P4), and some picked up the overall tone, “I
like the casual tone of CN and the joking and cheerful tone people use.
It feels very NU” (P2).

While most participants enjoyed the process of building a col-
lective narrative together during the study, a few of them indicated
that they did not feel a change in their connection with the broader
senior community because CN did not support subsequent inter-
actions with other users after seeing the narrative. For example,
one participant said, “I don’t feel like it really connected us because
we couldn’t follow or interact with people” (P6). We also observed
a demand for further interaction in the narrative artifact, which
currently does not have commenting or reacting features: one par-
ticipant echoed another participant’s post in their own post, saying
“I’m also partaking in some Mod [pizza]!”

6 DISCUSSION AND FUTUREWORK
The study results demonstrate that CN provides an innovative,
context-aware approach to connect communities through contribut-
ing to a collective story about a mutual theme. CN identifies users in
contexts relevant to the shared theme, prompts them to self-report
their specific contexts and share their post, and then automatically
organizes the narrative using the system’s knowledge of the users’
specific context. Through context-aware prompting and an orga-
nized narrative artifact, CN especially benefits communitymembers
who are physically distant, because it may recreate some of the
togetherness they could easily feel in-person through observation
and engagement.

Future evaluations will explore more closely how CN compares
to existing or emerging forms of social media across various use
cases. While the current use case is designed for NU seniors, it can
potentially extend to other communities, although one may need
to adjust the theme and the specific questions to cater to a different
community. Additionally, we would like to explore the possibility of
adding a new layer of interaction, such as commenting or reacting
to posts. We also seek to incorporate in the app more accurate
ways to identify users’ contexts, richer context-based prompts, and
improved interfaces based on user-centered design guidelines.
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