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Figure 1: Our probe package and respective materials inviting to explore existential questioning in everyday life.
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1 Introduction

Companion technologies, systems perceived not merely as func-
tional tools but as counterparts with intentions, needs, and social
presence [3, 10, 11], have become part of many people’s everyday
lives. Increasingly, Al-driven applications offer personalized guid-
ance in matters of religion and spirituality (R/S) [e.g., 8, 12]. Even
general-purpose Al-systems are frequently turned to for navigat-
ing existential concerns around meaning, mortality, and belonging.
These developments raise urgent design questions: What might
companion technologies look like if intentionally designed to sup-
port young adults in navigating existential questions? Within an
interdisciplinary project between Protestant theology and HCI, we
aim to explore this question.

To ground our inquiry in lived experiences, we iteratively devel-
oped a cultural probe aimed at surfacing how existential questions
manifest in young adults’ everyday lives, and how interactive tech-
nologies intersect with these moments of questioning. Our aim was
to elicit reflections not only on current practices, but also on partic-
ipants’ hopes and imaginaries for future technologies in this space.
Probes, we argue, are especially well-suited for this endeavor: they
embrace ambiguity, invite multiple interpretations, and provoke
gentle reflection on personal meaning [1, 2, 7, 13]. As prior work has
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shown, probes have long supported research in sensitive domains
such as health [6], remembrance [9], and religious practice [14]. Yet,
their application to existential questioning remains underexplored
- despite being suggested for explorations in Existential HCI [4].

Here, we share early learnings from designing probes for this
delicate context from our perspective as HCI researchers. We reflect
on the challenges of creating materials that accompany participants
into deeply personal domains without overwhelming them, and
on the potential of probes to foreground the fluidity and everyday-
ness of existential questioning. We seek to contribute to ongoing
discussions on how HCI might responsibly design companion tech-
nologies for sensitive topics — not as products that provide answers,
but as processes that invite reflection, growth, and care.

2 Probes Inviting to Explore Existential
Questioning in Everyday Life

To explore existential questioning in the lives of young adults,

we iteratively developed a probe package consisting of four sub-

packages (to be opened over time), with seven unique materials

and a booklet with framing information (see Figure 1). The design

process was guided by three research questions:

e What existential concerns and questions play a role in the
everyday lives of young adults?
e How do young adults currently deal with existential con-
cerns and questions?
e How would young adults like to engage with such concerns
and questions in the future, if everything were possible?
Designing probes for this context proved far from straightfor-
ward, and we faced two key challenges at the content and meta
levels: (1) breaking down “existential questioning” into something
workable yet open-ended, and (2) anticipating the potential emo-
tional impact of the materials and taking appropriate precautions.


https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6939-5413
https://orcid.org/0009-0009-1329-4398
https://doi.org/10.1145/nnnnnnn.nnnnnnn
https://wuerzburg.de
https://wuerzburg.de
mailto:nathalie.papenfuss@uni-lena.kutter@stud-mail.uni
mailto:sara.wolf@uni-wuerzburg.de

SPIRITED ‘25, November 13, 2025, Online

2.1 Challenge 1: Breaking Down Existential
Questioning
Existential concerns are immense: they touch on themes such as
mortality, freedom, isolation, meaning, and identity [5]. A key chal-
lenge was translating this expansiveness into probe materials that
were manageable and meaningful without flattening participants’
lived experiences. We approached this as a tension between open-
ness and structure. Theoretical frameworks such as the existential
inquiry framework [5] offer scaffolding, yet risk forcing partici-
pants’ experiences into conceptual boxes that do not reflect their
lived experiences. We therefore balanced openness and structure,
bottom-up and top-down perspectives. The “Packing list for the
journey of life” (see Figure 1, bottom left) exemplifies this approach:
Inspired by travel checklists, it invites participants to write a pack-
ing list for life. We provide ten pre-defined categories derived from
the existential inquiry framework (e.g., freedom: "I take this with
me to feel free", isolation: "I take this with me when I feel lonely")
while also leaving blank spaces for participants to define their own.
Breaking down existential concerns came with more design chal-
lenges, such as keeping materials simple and inviting, while avoid-
ing trivialization and disconnection from the gravity of people’s
concerns. The evolution of the “Key to Happiness” (see Figure 1,
top right) illustrates this tension. Initially, we framed it as a “magic
key” — but this leaned toward fantasy, appearing disconnected
from everyday life. We later shifted to more grounded wording (e.g.,
“Now imagine anything is possible, and this key unlocks something
special for you in life”), enabling broader associations. Beyond re-
designing individual materials, we also improved contextual fram-
ing. The accompanying booklet introduced the method and how
playfulness is used as an entry point to serious reflection.

2.2 Challenge 2: Anticipating Emotional Impact

Reflecting on existential concerns is not a simple task. For some,
the probe materials might resonate playfully; for others, they may
surface painful memories or ongoing struggles. Thus, a second
major challenge was ensuring participants’ emotional safety.

We addressed this challenge through several intertwined strate-
gies. First, all probe materials were framed as invitations, not obli-
gations: Participants could choose which materials to engage with
and how deeply. Second, we carefully iterated on wording to ensure
that prompts were accessible and everyday, yet sensitive enough
to avoid sounding trivializing or prescriptive. Third, we provided
clear information about where to find spiritual or psychological
support if needed, with both personalized and anonymous options.

This challenge underscored that designing probes is not only
about crafting engaging materials, but also about designing with
care for participants’ well-being. In contexts of existential ques-
tioning, our role was not just to provoke reflection, but also to
anticipate vulnerability and provide pathways for support.

3 Reflections and Outlook

Taken together, these challenges highlight that probes for existen-
tial questioning must walk a delicate line: opening space without
overwhelming, provoking without prescribing, and inviting with-
out obligating. By the time of the lightning talk, the probe materials
will have been deployed with 10+ participants. This allows us to

Wolf, Papenfufl, & Kutter

revisit the challenges and assess the effectiveness of our strategies,
as well as the suitability of probes for exploring existential concerns
in everyday life.

Acknowledgments

This research is part of the SoulMate project funded by the Protes-
tant Church in Germany (EKD) through their Digital Innovation
Fund (project number 2024-614-0666, with Prof. Ilona Nord, Prof.
Jorn Hurtienne, and Dr. Jens Palkowitsch-Kiihl). In addition, Sara
Wolf received financial support to realize the probe packages from
the Faculty of Humanities, JMU Wiirzburg.

References

[1] Kirsten Boehner, Janet Vertesi, Phoebe Sengers, and Paul Dourish. 2007. How
HCI interprets the probes. In Proceedings of the SIGCHI Conference on Human
Factors in Computing Systems (San Jose, California, USA) (CHI "07). Association
for Computing Machinery, New York, NY, USA, 1077-1086. doi:10.1145/1240624.
1240789

Bill Gaver, Tony Dunne, and Elena Pacenti. 1999. Design: Cultural probes. inter-
actions 6, 1 (1999), 21-29.

[3] Marc Hassenzahl, Jan Borchers, Susanne Boll, Astrid Rosenthal-von der Piitten,
and Volker Wulf. 2020. Otherware: How to Best Interact with Autonomous
Systems. Interactions 28, 1 (12 2020), 54-57. doi:10.1145/3436942

Victor Kaptelinin. 2016. Making the Case for an Existential Perspective in HCI
Research on Mortality and Death. In Proceedings of the 2016 CHI Conference
Extended Abstracts on Human Factors in Computing Systems (San Jose, California,
USA) (CHI EA ’16). Association for Computing Machinery, New York, NY, USA,
352-364. doi:10.1145/2851581.2892585

[5] Victor Kaptelinin. 2018. Technology and the Givens of Existence: Toward an
Existential Inquiry Framework in HCI Research. In Proceedings of the 2018 CHI
Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems (Montreal QC, Canada)
(CHI ’18). Association for Computing Machinery, New York, NY, USA, 1-14.
doi:10.1145/3173574.3173844

[6] Susanna Kramer, Greta Ruth Kottwitz, Mikolaj P. Wozniak, Jochen Meyer, and
Marion Koelle. 2024. Stepping on the scale? Only in the morning, of course!
- Exploring the Lived Experience of Consumer Self-Tracking Technology in
the Context of Citizen Science. In Proceedings of the 13th Nordic Conference on
Human-Computer Interaction (Uppsala, Sweden) (NordiCHI 24). Association for
Computing Machinery, New York, NY, USA, Article 37, 17 pages. doi:10.1145/
3679318.3685372

[7] Andrés Lucero, Tatiana Lashina, Elmo Diederiks, and Tuuli Mattelmaki. 2007.
How probes inform and influence the design process. In Proceedings of the 2007
Conference on Designing Pleasurable Products and Interfaces (Helsinki, Finland)
(DPPI °07). Association for Computing Machinery, New York, NY, USA, 377-391.
doi:10.1145/1314161.1314195

[8] Mei. n.d.. Chat with our Spiritual Coach. Retrieved July 23, 2025 from https:
//textmei.com/spiritual-coach/

[9] Ine Mols, Elise van den Hoven, and Berry Eggen. 2014. Making memories: a
cultural probe study into the remembering of everyday life. In Proceedings of the
8th Nordic Conference on Human-Computer Interaction: Fun, Fast, Foundational
(Helsinki, Finland) (NordiCHI ’14). Association for Computing Machinery, New
York, NY, USA, 256-265. doi:10.1145/2639189.2639209

[10] Jasmin Niess and Pawel W. Wozniak. 2020. Embracing Companion Technologies.
In Proceedings of the 11th Nordic Conference on Human-Computer Interaction:
Shaping Experiences, Shaping Society (Tallinn, Estonia) (NordiCHI "20). Association
for Computing Machinery, New York, NY, USA, Article 31, 11 pages. doi:10.1145/
3419249.3420134

Marco C. Rozendaal, Boudewijn Boon, and Victor Kaptelinin. 2019. Objects
with Intent: Designing Everyday Things as Collaborative Partners. ACM Trans.
Comput.-Hum. Interact. 26, 4, Article 26 (June 2019), 33 pages. doi:10.1145/3325277
[12] Catloaf Software. 2025. Text with Jesus. Retrieved July 23, 2025 from https:
//textwith.me/en/jesus/

Jayne Wallace, John McCarthy, Peter C. Wright, and Patrick Olivier. 2013. Making
Design Probes Work. In Proceedings of the SIGCHI Conference on Human Fac-
tors in Computing Systems (Paris, France) (CHI ’13). Association for Computing
Machinery, New York, NY, USA, 3441-3450. doi:10.1145/2470654.2466473

Sara Wolf, Simon Luthe, Lennart Baumeister, Frauke Moerike, Vyjayanthi Janaki-
raman, and Jorn Hurtienne. 2023. Designing for Uncontrollability: Drawing
Inspiration from the Blessing Companion. In Proceedings of the 2023 CHI Con-
ference on Human Factors in Computing Systems (Hamburg, Germany) (CHI 23).
Association for Computing Machinery, New York, NY, USA, Article 845, 14 pages.
doi:10.1145/3544548.3581421

—_
L,

—_
=t

[11

(13

[14


https://doi.org/10.1145/1240624.1240789
https://doi.org/10.1145/1240624.1240789
https://doi.org/10.1145/3436942
https://doi.org/10.1145/2851581.2892585
https://doi.org/10.1145/3173574.3173844
https://doi.org/10.1145/3679318.3685372
https://doi.org/10.1145/3679318.3685372
https://doi.org/10.1145/1314161.1314195
https://textmei.com/spiritual-coach/
https://textmei.com/spiritual-coach/
https://doi.org/10.1145/2639189.2639209
https://doi.org/10.1145/3419249.3420134
https://doi.org/10.1145/3419249.3420134
https://doi.org/10.1145/3325277
https://textwith.me/en/jesus/
https://textwith.me/en/jesus/
https://doi.org/10.1145/2470654.2466473
https://doi.org/10.1145/3544548.3581421

	1 Introduction
	2 Probes Inviting to Explore Existential Questioning in Everyday Life
	2.1 Challenge 1: Breaking Down Existential Questioning
	2.2 Challenge 2: Anticipating Emotional Impact

	3 Reflections and Outlook
	Acknowledgments
	References

