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Online Health Communities: 
A significant research site for HCI

🪦 
(R.I.P.)



Nonprofit online health 
communication platform 
for patients and caregivers 
navigating serious illness.

(Similar to a health blog.)



Share Health Updates 
with Community



Receive Supportive 
Comments



Frequent Prayer and 
Religious/Spiritual 

Language

 

 

 

 

 



C. Estelle Smith, et al. “I Cannot Do All of this Alone”: Exploring Instrumental and Prayer Support in Online Health Communities. (TOCHI 2020)

● Prayer is the most frequent 
observable user behavior

● Users rate prayer as the most 
important form of support 
exchange on the platform
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What is Spiritual Support?

CSCW 2021



Spirituality 
is the aspect of humanity that refers to the way 
individuals seek and express meaning and 
purpose, and the way they experience their 
connectedness to the moment, to self, to others, 
to nature, and to the significant or sacred.

(Puchalski, 2009)

Began from National Consensus Project definition:



Co-Design Workshops 
n=34, held in late 2019

CaringBridge Users 
(n=11) 

Spiritual & Religious 
Leaders (n=6)

Healthcare Workers (n=7)
(Nurses, Drs, Chaplains)

CaringBridge
Employees (n=10)

C. Estelle Smith, et al. What is ``Spiritual Support'' and How Should It Impact the Design of Online Communities? (CSCW 2021)



Structured Small Group 
Conversations & Technology 
Prototyping Activities 



is an underlying dimension of social 
support that creates a triadic relationship 
between a recipient, a provider, and the 

sacred or significant, with the purpose of 
helping recipients and providers experience 

a mutually positive presence with each 
other, and with the sacred or significant.

SPIRITUAL SUPPORT
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What is a chaplain / spiritual care provider?

https://www.latimes.com/california/story/2022-05-15/a-chaplain-reflects-on-lives-lost-to

https://www.latimes.com/california/story/2022-05-15/a-chaplain-reflects-on-lives-lost-to


Grounded Theory Method (Continued…)

● “Member checking” to ensure ongoing work is aligned with stakeholders
● Re-analyze prior workshop data
● New interviews with n=22 experienced, diverse spiritual care providers
● Validate (& possibly update) the spiritual support definition



Aim : Derive a design framework to support collaboration between 
technology designers & spiritual care providers

HCI 
Researchers &
Practictioners

Spiritual Care 
Providers,

Chaplains, &
Clinicians

Definition of 
Spiritual Care,
3 Prereqs,
6 Design 
Dimensions



Participant Table
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Spiritual 
Prerequisites & 
Innovative 
dimensions foR 
Integrating 
Technology

SPIRIT Design Framework 



Spiritual Prerequisites 

 

Openness 
to Care

 Safe 
Space Ability to 

Discern & 
Articulate 

Needs



6 Innovative Design Dimensions for Spiritual Care Tech

Technology Presence Meaning Location Relationship Temporality

The degree to which 
a human invention 
(e.g., pen & paper, 
the Internet, 
smartphones) must 
be involved for 
support exchange.

A quality of positive, 
intentional, and 
attuned presence 
between a person 
with themself, 
others, and/or the 
significant/sacred.

The ability and 
capacity to make 
meaning out of pain, 
suffering, and other 
challenging 
circumstances of life 
& death.

Where support is 
being exchanged, 
whether in-person 
(geographic 
co-location, or 
remotely (at a 
distance).

The nature of the 
social relationship 
between supporter 
and recipient, and 
which values or 
elements of identity 
are shared (vs. not).

When the 
support 
exchanged is 
intended to 
occur (e.g., now, 
near or distant 
future).

Is technology 
required in order for 
the supportive 
interaction to exist?

Is it required that 
technology be 
absent?

How can supporters 
cultivate a sense of 
genuine, connected 
presence with 
support recipient?

What might 
contribute to a sense 
of emptiness or lack 
of presence? (e.g., 
“empty” thoughts & prayers)

What barriers are 
making it hard for the 
support recipient to 
make sense of the 
situation?

What techniques, 
tools, and innate 
qualities help 
supporter/recipient 
to express spiritually 
healing narratives?

It is possible or 
necessary for 
supporter/recipient 
to be in the same 
location?

Is there a specific 
location 
(geographical or 
online) where the 
support needs to take 
place?

How well do these 
people know each 
other? (e.g., spouses, 
acquaintances, strangers)

What expectations, 
history, and 
responsibilities exist 
between them, if 
any?

Is support 
needed urgently, 
or very soon?

Is support 
intended to occur 
at an 
unpredictable or 
predetermined 
future moment?



Four Levels of “Design Briefs” : 
Borrowed from HCI research in digital mental health (Slovak & Munson, 2024)

1. Technical capabilities: individual features or affordances of 
interaction design

2. Components:  incorporate one or more capabilities to deliver a 
particular design element; 

3. Intervention systems: combine multiple components into a 
complete intervention

4. Intervention implementations: can be deployed with trained 
clinicians in specific institutional settings



Spiritual Care Technologies: 
Envision components for phases of care

Needs 
Assessment Intervention Outcomes

Assessment

Advocate Health Care 
Taxonomy of Chaplaincy 
(Massey 2015)

E.g., Screening (by 
generalists or other staff), and 
formal needs assessment (by 
specialists) using tools like 
Spiritual AIM, HOPE, FICA, 
etc.

 

Big Opportunity Here!

Less established – see emerging 
tools such as “Feeling Heard and 
Understood” scale (Ahluwalia 2022)

 



TA
LK   O

U
TLIN

E

Revised definition based on member 
checking with professional care providers

“SPIRITUAL CARE”03

MOTIVATION & PRIOR WORK
CaringBridge: online health journaling platform01
“SPIRITUAL SUPPORT” 
Initial definition published at CSCW 202102

SPIRIT DESIGN FRAMEWORK
Spiritual Prerequisites & Innovative dimensions foR 
Integrating Technology

04
FUTURE WORK
…a big open blue sky!05



Online Spiritual Care Communities

For Example:
A Novel Intervention 

Component



AI-Based Screening (only) Tool
For Example:

A Novel Needs 
Assessment Component



For Example:
Novel Context for Needs 

Assessment / Intervention



SPIRIT: A Design Framework To Support 
Technology Interventions for Spiritual Care 
Within and Beyond the Clinic

C. Estelle Smith, Ph.D.
Assistant Professor
Computer Science
Colorado School of Mines 
📧 estellesmith@mines.edu
      linkedin.com/in/c-estelle-smith-phd
 

        Alemitu Bezabih, PhD           Shadi Nourriz          Jesan Ahammed Ovi

mailto:estellesmith@mines.edu
https://www.linkedin.com/in/c-estelle-smith-phd/

