FamilyCanvas: A Family Whiteboard Calendar Designed for Blended Families
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Blended families with joint custody face challenges in scheduling and remote connections. In this study, we aim to design a digital calendar
to address these challenges. At this stage, we have designed and developed an initial prototype calendar called FamilyCanvas using a
whiteboard metaphor.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Blended families which consist of two adults, potential children that they have had together, and children from previous
relationships [23] represent a common yet marginalized family structure worldwide [6]. Joint custody, where divorced
parents share parenting time and decision-making responsibility [24], has been identified to mitigate the negative effects
of divorce on children [1,12], and becomes the choice of more divorced families globally [2,11,15], including blended
families. This arrangement allows children to maintain significant relationships with both parents through designated
parenting scheduling [22]. However, it introduces challenges in family scheduling and stable connection as children need
to transition periodically between two homes [22]. In particular, these challenges are exacerbated in blended families with
mixed or multiple joint custody arrangements and sensitive relationships living in one home [10]. Therefore, it is essential
to support blended families with joint custody in managing schedules and promoting stable connections.

Digital calendars, compared to paper ones, allow family members to more easily view, update, and coordinate schedules
[14] and have been widely adopted in family contexts [14]. Prior work has demonstrated their potential in managing co-
parenting arrangements following divorce [16]. This suggests digital calendars may also support scheduling and connection
needs in blended families with joint custody. However, several challenges remain. First, most existing digital calendars are
designed for intact families [9,13] or designed for parents in co-parenting relationships [16], overlooking the specific needs
of blended families with joint custody. Second, the collaborative use of digital calendars with multi-generations can be
difficult, particularly when systems are parent-centered [14] and not easily accessible to children [17]. Finally, the sensitive
relationships within blended families may introduce additional complexities in the design process [10]. To address these
research gaps, we have designed and developed an initial system - a family whiteboard calendar called FamilyCanvas (in
Sec. 3) - that can be used by blended families both within a single family home and remotely while children are sharing
custody time in a separate household.

2 RELATED WORK

Researchers have explored ways to support divorced families over the past two decades, although existing solutions remain
limited and fragmented in HCI, with few studies specifically addressing this demographic [10,12,13]. For example, Odom



et al. investigate how interactive systems can address the increasing challenges faced by divorced families with joint
custody [5], yet their focus is inter-parental relationships of co-parenting. Yarosh et al. explore technology’s role in parent-
child remote communication within divorced families [20,21], yet under single-custody contexts. Similar to but different
from these contexts, blended families with joint custody introduce much more and distinguished challenges in managing
schedules and maintaining stable connections because of the mixed custody arrangements and the sensitive relationships
living in one home [10]. Although common and vulnerable, they are underrepresented in current designs.

Managing and coordinating family routines is a continuous and challenging aspect of daily life, especially when
activities span across home, work, and mobile contexts [3,5,14]. To support family scheduling, there has been extensive
research in HCI over the past few decades on understanding family dynamics and how digital calendars are used in
everyday family life [4,7,13,14,17-19], and on designing and deploying digital calendars as a part of family coordination
and awareness systems [9,13]. For example, Neustaedter et al. have developed “LINC”, an inkable family calendar that
helps organize, plan, and stay aware of the activities of the households in order to coordinate everyday life [13].

These studies offer valuable insights into designing digital calendars in domestic contexts, further informing our study
for supporting blended families with joint custody by designing a digital calendar as a scheduling tool and a stable digital
space for connecting family members. Prior work suggests that digital calendars for our context of blended families: (1)
should be easily visible both at home and remotely due to the periodical transitions of children in joint custody; (2) inclusive
to multi-generations so that children can use the calendar in addition to parents [9,14]; and (3) focus on calendar activities
and concerns in one household at this stage [10], due to the possibly hostility between the co-parents of children [8].

3 INITIAL DESIGN

We designed an initial prototype digital family calendar called FamilyCanvas that can run on a touch sensitive display
placed in a public area of a home, while also being accessed remotely from mobile devices. Figure 1 shows the design
while Figure 2 shows it running on a touch sensitive display placed in a high traffic area of a family’s home. It is also
accessible on mobile devices for children to use when they are staying with their other parent in a remote home (Figure 3).

Week View (1) and Month View (2). The week view is the main interface for scheduling. Unlike typical digital
calendars, there is no time grid; instead, it is just a whiteboard for adding schedule elements flexibly. The background
shows a columns for each day and a time axis (3) on the left side for specific time reference, but the contents of the calendar
do not need to align with particular columns or time slots. Family members can write anywhere. A month view is viewable
by clicking the button on the right top corner. When a user clicks the specific day inside the month view, the week view
will be shifted to the week including the specific day selected. The week view can also be shifted by clicking the left or
right button (triangle shapes) beside the weekly view button. If a user wants to see a week crossing months, they can click
the left or right button (triangle shapes) within the monthly view to jump into a specific month.

Multiple input modes. There is a side menu (5) on the left side, indicating three buttons representing different input
modes, including notes, pictures, and drawings. When clicking one of these buttons, the related tools will be shown on the
whiteboard. In the note mode, there are tools (6) including adding a note and changing the color of the selected note. Family
members can directly type into the text area of a note. In the picture mode, there are tools (7) including uploading and
downloading photos, which is specifically useful in cross-device scenarios. In the draw mode (8), users can choose a pen
or a marker pen, use an eraser, change ink attributes of thickness and color, as well as clear all ink from the whiteboard.
There is also a top menu (4) including common operations such as selecting, moving, and deleting an item on the
whiteboard. Based on these common operations, users can resize, move, and delete a note or picture at one time.
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Figure 1. The design of FamilyCanvas, includeing: 1 - the weekly main whiteboard interface for operation; 2 - the monthly view; 3 - the
time axis only for reference; 4 - the top menu for common tools, including select, move, and delete; 5 - the foldable left menu displaying
different editing modes, including notes, pictures, and drawings; 6~8 - the specific tools under each editing mode respectively.
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Figure 2. Home use
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Figure 3. Mobile use

The calendar maps to several design goals based on how we

feel digital calendars should be created for blended families where
children stay at two different homes based on joint custody needs:
e Ubiquitous visible. It is running on a large touch-sensitive
display that can be placed in a high traffic area of the home. It can
also accessed through both personal computers and mobile
devices, such as mobile phones and tablets when a child is at the
other parent’s home. This enables ubiquitous access both at home
and remotely.
e Multi-generation inclusive. The calendar involves child-
friendly designs, including easy operation, intuitive icons, and
colorful elements to keep children engaged. It also moves away
from the notion of a rigid time grid of days and time slots to allow
for more fluid writing of events. It can also support sharing of
handwritten messages between family members.

In this paper, we presented how our initial system - a family whiteboard calendar - works, which aims to support scheduling
and remote connection in blended families with joint custody. Future work will involve continued iterative design as well
as testing of the design in the homes of blended families.
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