
 

CoupleVibe: supporting 
connectedness in long distance 
couples with location-based 
vibrotactile cues

 

 

Abstract 

Advances in mobile phone technology have greatly 

improved computed-mediated communication. However 

these communication methods still require intentional 

interaction. As a result, long distance communication 

between couples lacks many subtle communications 

that passively occur between collocated couples, such 

as brushing passing one another in the hallway.  We 

propose to recreate some of that sense of 

connectedness created through passive interaction by 

using location-based vibrotactile communication on 

mobile phones.  By using vibrations we allow for hands 

free, eyes free communication while avoiding the social 

disturbance associated with auditory alerts.    
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CoupleVibe 

To explore passive messaging between couples, we 

have built an application called CoupleVibe. CoupleVibe 

is a Windows Mobile application that supports presence 

sharing via vibrotactile messages. Users tag locations 

that they are interested in sharing with their partner. 

When a user arrives at a tagged location, their partner 

receives a vibrotactile message associated with that 

location, such as "home", “office”, or “grocery store”. 

We were particularly interested in how couples, 

especially distance separated couples, would respond to 

the automatic sharing of location messages. We are 

currently in the middle of a four week user study. 

Participants use CoupleVibe for two weeks with one 

week of diary collection before and after CoupleVibe 

usage. Half of our participants are long distance 

couples, and half are collocated couples. We chose to 

use GSM towers to determine location instead of GPS 

due to availability and power concerns. 

Preliminary Results 

Based on our preliminary data collection and analysis, a 

number of interesting usage patterns have emerged. At 

a high level, CoupleVibe seems to enable new forms of 

communication missing from existing computer-

mediated communication. 

 Vibration messages sent between couples often cause 

a sense of connectedness that participants found 

similar to the sense of connectedness found through 

collocated passive interaction.   

 CoupleVibe fosters a sense of awareness between 

partners without requiring explicit action from either 

participant, or requiring the use of their visual or 

audio senses.   

 Participants find that shared vibrations provide an 

easy a way to share their daily rhythms.  

Related Work 

Mobile location sharing has been explored by several 

other projects. Many related projects such as Reno [1] 

and Connecto [2] use visual indicators for location 

sharing which require the user‟s primary attention to be 

placed on the phone. The PeopleTones [3] project uses 

a combination of auditory and tactile cues to indicate 

buddy proximity among a group of friends to encourage 

serendipitous meetings. CoupleVibe focuses on 

providing ambient communication while minimizing 

obligation of reciprocity on message recipients. 

Next Steps 

Short term next steps for the CoupleVibe project are to 

wrap up the study and begin data analysis.  Longer 

term future directions may include studies of ambient 

location sharing in asymmetric power relationships, 

such as parent-child relationships. 
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