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Abstract. Apps like Life 360 and Apple’s Find My have made continuous map-based location-
sharing common and convenient. Yet, knowledge of how location-sharing is used in day-to-day life
remains limited – especially in relation to young adults. Through a combination of interviews with
participants and the deployment of daily mini-questionnaires among college-aged users (i. e. 18-22,
n = 15) in the New York City area, we identify and present three salient aspects of location-
sharing practices: (i) orchestration of social activities; (ii) management of social membership; and
(iii) production of a “sense” of safety for oneself and others. Our findings point to new social norms
emerging in relation to the proliferation of location-sharing apps among New York college students.
We discuss such new norms through the lenses of self-disclosure, privacy, and trust-building. Our
research scaffolds a more holistic understanding of location-sharing practices among a generation of
digital natives and, in return, provides insights into future of designs of location-based technology.
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1 Introduction

I am someone who, until recent events You
shared your secrets with And your location
You forgot to turn it off And so I watch as
you walk Into some bar called The Black
Dog And pierce new holes in my heart You
forgot to turn it off And it hits me I just don’t
understand

–Taylor Swift (2024)
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In the rapidly developing digital ecology of the 2020s, people now have the
option to continuously share map-based locations via apps such as Life 360 and
Apple’s Find My. Such continuous location-sharing in real-time introduces a score
of novel sociotechnical concerns, ranging from problems of ethics and privacy to
novel means of social interaction distributed across embodied and digital spatial-
ities. These are concerns where CSCW has had a long running engagement, from
discussions and frameworks of space and place (Harrison and Dourish 1996; Har-
rison and Tatar 2008) and reasoning around the socio-technical gap (Ackerman
2000), to empirical investigations of location sharing (Boesen et al. 2010; Schildt
et al. 2016; Jones et al. 2004). But while the notion of location and place has been
explored in the past, the updated practices, reasonings and concerns of continu-
ous location sharing has yet to be documented and analyzed from sociotechnical
perspectives. It is with this foundation, we engage with the current practices of con-
tinuous location-sharing among college students, in the relation to the fragmented
discourses of privacy, trust, and safety.

Early experimentation with digital location detection in civic contexts took place
from the late 80s/early 90s, however, a subtle change in the sociotechnical milieu
of location-sharing began in 2005 with the release of Google Latitude (i.e., the first
person-to-person continuous location sharing service). Such significant change
continued with the release of Apple’s “Find My Friends” – a service originally
referred to as “Find Friends” – in 2011, on the now-ubiquitous iPhone. The subse-
quent twelve years saw a vast proliferation of location-sharing services (Jennings
2023). As such, early technical research on location-sharing has given way to the
need to understand location-sharing from a broader and more holistic perspective,
now that it is used broadly and in the wild. Researchers – especially those working
in the domain of digital privacy – have already begun the production of such a
perspective (e.g., Xie et al. 2014; Barkhuus et al. 2003; Toch et al. 2009; Sadeh
et al. 2007; Benisch et al. 2011; Knijnenburg et al. 2013; Barkhuus 2012). Yet,
the majority of prior work in this area concerns well-bounded (often experimen-
tal) systems (e.g., Barkhuus et al. 2008; Mancini et al. 2011; Toch et al. 2010b;
Seeburger and Schroeter 2009), or studies where the location sharing was pro-
vided to the participants rather than the studies of natural use of location-sharing
systems “in the wild” (with notable exceptions Boesen et al. 2010). It is this gap
in literature that we aim to address, focusing particularly on naturalistic use of
continuous location-sharing apps among college-aged students in an urban setting.
In this paper we contribute to understanding the everyday use of location-sharing
apps by answering two exploratory research questions:
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RQ1 How do contemporary young adults think about and engage in person-
to-person location-sharing1 among members of their peer groups (e.g., friends,
romantic partners, roommates, etc.)?
RQ2 How do contemporary young adults perceive the notion of safety and
security that location sharing among peer groups might effect in an urban social
setting?

To answer these questions, we conducted a three-parted study among college-
aged location-sharing app users (n = 15). Our study involved an initial semi-
structured interview with each participant, a two-week deployment of daily mini-
questionnaires, and a reflective interview with each participant after they had com-
pleted two weeks of mini-questionnaires. Our participant group was chosen for
specific reasons: youth, and particularly college students, often lead socially active
lives within a broader geographical area, not limited to home and work, compared
to what full-time working adults might do (Barkhuus and Dourish 2004). Secondly,
members of this population can be expected to encounter situations precarious to
safety issues, at a higher rate than adults. Finally, this group of people belong to the
so-called generation Z, who have grown up using smart phones as a natural part of
their everyday life (Mcdonald et al. 2024). Our data was analyzed using reflexive
thematic analysis, including iterative open coding.

Through analysis and discussion of our findings, we reveal that continuous
location-sharing plays a significant role in facilitating participants’ daily activ-
ities while providing a curious and anticipatory sense of safety for themselves
and others. However, such continuous (i.e., “always-on”) sharing also introduces
challenges related to self-presentation and managing the flow of social relation-
ships – crucial components of young adults’ development. In an era characterized
by unprecedented technological advancements and evolving sociotechnical condi-
tions that normalize continuous availability, understanding the current landscape
of location-sharing practices is essential if we are to understand ongoing transfor-
mations in communication, social interactions, and identity expression. Through
analysis, presentation of findings, and discussion, we make the following contri-
butions:

• We provide empirical evidence of a sociotechnical milieu in which continuous
location-sharing is not only normal, but uncomplicated;

• We emphasize how prior findings about location-sharing practices (e.g., work
grounded in the complexity of location-sharing practices) require updating in
light of the contemporary normality and simplicity of location-sharing; and

• Our discussion underscores the evolution of location-sharing practices and shift-
ing conceptualizations of “safety” among members of Generation Z.

1 When referring to location-sharing, we mean the continuous map based apps that are most common on
smart phones today
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We start by situating our paper in related literature, in particular personal directed
location-sharing, location inference, and privacy. We then move on to discuss
the research aims, how these are addressed, and how the data was collected and
analyzed. Finally, we provide the results of the analysis as well as a discussion
encompassing self-disclosure, and trust-building dimensions of location-sharing.
We provide theory-oriented implications for HCI research about location-sharing,
highlighting the need to refresh a priori assumptions in relation to digitally native
generations and to consider just what “safety” means in our emergent computa-
tional futures.

2 Background and Related Work

Digital location-sharing refers to a heterogeneous set of technology-dependent
practices through which individuals may render their location known to others.
To ground our research in existing work, particularly as location sharing services
have evolved technologically and functionally, we here provide an overview of:(i)
directed digital location-sharing (i.e., sharing one’s location with a specific person,
group, or set of people); and (ii) location inference based on other digital informa-
tion. For the purposes of clarity, we break down the former (i.e., directed digital
location-sharing) into several categories: broadcast location-sharing, continuous
location-sharing, and request-based location-sharing. Following engagement with
the literature around directed digital location-sharing and location inference, we
give additional attention to a third and broad area of concern related to location-
sharing: privacy and people’s sense of safety. Coverage of these areas of research
highlights the relevance of RQ1 as presented in Section 1.

2.1 Directed Personal Location-Sharing

Researchers have investigated location-sharing practices since the emergence of
early mobile digital systems. Such systems included active badges (Pier 1991)
and Intel Research’s Reno (Smith et al. 2005)). These early prototype systems
were generally request-based (Smith et al. 2005; Toch et al. 2010b) or event-
triggered (e.g., Bales et al. 2011); there were, however, notable exceptions (e.g.,
Connecto Barkhuus et al. 2008).

There is a rich history underlying the evolution of smartphone-based location-
sharing. While detailed engagement with such a history is beyond the scope of this
paper, we provide a few key events to orient the reader.

While mobile phones were more rapidly adopted in Europe and Japan, built-
in location technologies were pushed from US based directives, particularly the
implementation of “Enhanced 911” in the United States 2 (Fildes 2026). In 1999,

2 911 is the emergency number in the United States.
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the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) mandated what is referred to
as “Enhanced 911” (E911) (Federal Communications Commission 1999), which
obligated service providers to implement GPS into handsets. This meant that smart
phones already had more precise location detection available, as the iPhone spear-
headed phones with different applications. Early location sharing system, such
as purely broadcasting system, were often part of social media; these included
Gowalla, FourSquare and even Facebook where researchers asked questions such
as who people shared with Guha and Wicker (2015), with what purpose (Barkhuus
and Tashiro 2010) and how they represented their location to others (Rost et al.
2013). Games were developed using location tracking and sharing, sometimes uti-
lizing the “seams” of the location data (Barkhuus et al. 2005; Bell et al. 2006). For
an overview of early and mostly now defunct social location-sharing services, see
Li and Chen (2010). The next step in the development of location-based application
was continuous location sharing, which is the focus of this study.

2.1.1 Continuous Location-Sharing
The ability to continuously share personal location emerged alongside the evolution
of smartphones (e.g., improved battery life – initially it was not feasible to have
GPS running in the background of mobile phones since it would rapidly drain the
battery for other more important functionalities such as phone calls and texting).
Most phones today use a mix of GPS, Wi-Fi, Bluetooth and cell phone tower
triangulation for location determination, making it generally accurate down to a
few meters.

The earliest commercial continuous system was Google Latitude and while it
was little known commercially, it was used as an example in several studies (Page
et al. 2013; Page and Kobsa 2010, 2009). No known real-world user studies
were conducted with Google Latitude, but many studies used their own proto-
types. Connecto, for example, was a system that shared the location people had
tagged, with selected friends, continuously, except when the user put the system
on “manual” (Barkhuus et al. 2008). Other custom-built systems include Buddy-
Tracker which was used for a study of family dynamics, but where the functionality
included a notification to people whose location had been looked up (Mancini et al.
2011).3 Note, that already in the case of Reno, which was a request based system,
researchers found that this particular functionality sometimes resulted in users not
wanting to look up another person’s location solely so as not to disturb them with
the notification. As such, results of user studies are bound to differ significantly
from “true” continuous location-sharing systems, such as the ones common today
(e.g. Find My and Life 360).

3 BuddyTracker, which while described as request-based, was actually only notification-based and as such
continuous. But as the location was requested, the system sent a notification to the located user (Jedrzejczyk
et al. 2010).
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A fairly common way of sharing location is through temporary settings; the mes-
saging app WhatsApp, for example, allows people to share location for a limited
time, and Facebook’s messenger app is capable of the same. The location is map-
based and real-time, within the time limit. One such prototype system was Locac-
cino, a rule-based location-sharing system. Although it was described as being
based on requests, the requests were being answered within the set of user-defined
rules, and as such functioned as time-limited continuous location-sharing. Interest-
ingly, the users in their study found the rules around time constraint to be less useful
than rules based on people (Toch et al. 2010a). As commercial location-sharing
tools became more common, researchers also looked at family dynamics (Boesen
et al. 2010) and care-taking (Wan et al. 2014) as part of the use of commercial
location trackers.

A newer strain of research focuses on location sharing in terms of one-way track-
ing approach (and also specifically names location-sharing tracking). A review of
23 papers about “location-tracking”, views location tracking as a practice that
became common among parents (Davis et al. 2023), with motives ranging from
safety, control, worry and a sense of security, to convenience, care, connection, and
curiosity. The review does not address how these apps are two-way systems where
parents’ location is also available to the child and where the child or teenager can
use the location sharing to share with their friends as well. Some studies of pre-
teens indicate that parents monitor their child’s location for assurance (Sukk and
Siibak 2021), to guide them Mols et al. (2023), and for convenience in the daily
organization of family life (Dungey 2024). In another study only a small sample of
parents used location-tracking apps, and tracking teenagers was considered more
intrusive and controlling than tracking a younger child’s location (Widmer and
Albrechtslund 2021). Only a minority of the studies mention how location moni-
toring of pre-teens often entails reciprocal practices, whereby children also monitor
their parents’ locations (Dungey 2024; Mols et al. 2023).

Over the past two decades, studies overwhelmingly concluded and suggested
that people wanted a wide set of sharing limitations, from time and specific peo-
ple to the level of location granularity. Prototype developers took for granted the
importance of informing the tracked individual that they had been location, this
was so important that only one early system to our knowledge did not implement
a request or notification: Connecto (Barkhuus et al. 2008). Yet, today, the most
commercial systems are exactly what researchers believed would not be accept-
able among users: real-time, continuous, no notification, no requests systems, such
as Life 360 (Android and iPhone) and Find My (iPhone).
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2.2 Privacy and People’s Sense of Safety

Most previous research on location-tracking or location-sharing considers aspects
of privacy: how privacy should be managed or controlled by not sharing beyond
approved friends, how devices and applications should have the option to be turned
off and how different people need different location granularity settings.

Early studies looked at preferences, phrased as privacy concerns, for whom
to share location with, often coarsely categorized into friends, family and col-
leagues (Xie et al. 2014; Lederer et al. 2003; Consolvo et al. 2005), or in what
context (Barkhuus et al. 2003) or presented prototypes of location-sharing applica-
tions as “privacy preserving” sharing applications due to intricate options for setup
and self-controlled sharing rules (Toch et al. 2009). Virtually all prototypes, from
PeopleFinder (Sadeh et al. 2007), that turned into Locyoution (Tsai et al. 2009),
to BuddyTracker (Jedrzejczyk et al. 2010) as well as empirical studies based on
hypothetical or expressed practices (Brush et al. 2010; Patil et al. 2015; Knijnen-
burg et al. 2013), investigated privacy preferences and presented privacy-sensitive
design guidelines with the explicit understanding that adoption depended on spe-
cific differential preferences.

The broad terminology and common perception of location-based services as
a homogeneous notion make it difficult to determine how many people today are
using direct location-sharing tools. A recent Harrison Poll, for example, inquired
into the use of location-based features but did not distinguish between location-
tracking (temporary or continuous) or simply location-sharing features, meaning
any application that uses the device’s location, such as map placement or social
media suggesting a check-in location. So while they found that 79% of the US
population uses location features, it was not clear how many of those used location-
sharing (Franz and Laningham 2022). Another article discussed how common it
is to share location, particularly young people who “tend to be more likely than
older adults to adopt new technologies” (Beck 2019). But we do not have any exact
numbers on who is sharing location directly.

While most of the research presented here focuses on benevolent sharing, that is,
situations where two people agree to share location, or where knowledge of some-
one’s location is through knowing that person well (typically in close-knit families,
members already know where the other members are located, through regular prac-
tices and mutual informing), location-tracking has also been used maliciously, for
example in cases of intimate partner violence situations (Fraser et al. 2010; Bellini
et al. 2021) and stalking (Freed et al. 2018). In many cases, technologies can have
dual purposes, or have been developed with “good intentions”, for keeping chil-
dren safe for example, but have been repurposed into spyware and tracking in
malicious contexts (Chatterjee et al. 2018). Such re-purposing or simply addition

Page 7 of 41  7



L. Barkhuus et. at.

Figure 1. Diagram depicting the three parts of the study

of functionality, resonates with the notion of “function creep” as described by Lyon
(2007).

A core takeaway from past location-sharing systems and research into their use,
is that a person’s location, particularly real-time location, has always been consid-
ered to be sensitive information by researchers and developers, likely because the
digital representation of this enables sharing beyond friends, family and significant
others, who would already know the individual’s whereabouts. However, instead
of approaching location sharing as a privacy-sensitive function, in this study we
take a step back and approach our participants with a neutral curiosity, inquiring
into their sharing hesitancy as well as their limits of concerns. Our findings contrast
many of the early studies, in that the hesitancy is mostly outweighed by a newly
found desire for and concept of safety. We will return to several aspects of the work
described above in our discussion and consider them in relation to our findings.

3 Methods

For studying the use of location-sharing in-situ, we conducted a qualitative study,
based on interviews and self-reporting of location-sharing practices. Our study
consisted of three parts: (i) an initial interview; (ii) a two-week deployment of
daily mini-questionnaires; and (iii) a second interview during which participants
reflected on their use of location-sharing apps during participation in the two-week
deployment of the mini-questionnaires. All parts of the study took place between
February and early May of 2023 (i.e., during participants’ spring semester).4 All
procedures received ethical approval from The IT University of Copenhagen, the
university of which the first author was affiliated during the data collection. All par-
ticipants gave consent through a consent form, which was filled in at the beginning
of the study; participants were asked again, immediately before each interview,
if they would continue to take part of the study, and informed that they were not
obligated to continue. At the end of the study, the participants received a gift card
of $25 to their choice of merchant thanking them for their time.

4 One of the participants (Charlie) completed one week of mini-questionnaire during his spring break, and
another (Anais) was away on a trip with her friends for five of the 14 days, but otherwise, all the participants’
two-week mini-questionnaire took place during regular school weeks, outside exam periods.
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We describe the study flow in the following subsection, alongside a graphical
representation thereof (see Fig. 1.) After describing the study flow, we proceed by
providing detailed descriptions of each part of the study in subsequent sections.

3.1 Study Flow

The initial one-on-one, semi-structured interviews (see Fig. 1, left) introduced
participants to the study and helped establish rapport between participants and
researchers. The initial interview also helped the research team understand par-
ticipants’ current relationship with technologies and the structure of participants’
social circles. In the second part of the study (see Fig. 1, center), participants
responded to daily mini-questionnaires for a period of two weeks. We asked par-
ticipants to engage in this part of the study to promote reflection about how they
had been interacting with location-sharing technologies. Upon completion of two
weeks’ worth of mini-questionnaires, we conducted a second round of one-on-one,
semi-structured interviews (see Fig. 1, right) to debrief and reflect on participant
use of location-sharing apps. Both interviews focused primarily on interpersonal
location-sharing as defined in the introduction. Further, interviews primarily con-
cerned use ofLife 360 and Apple’sFindMy because these were the location-sharing
apps commonly used by participants.

3.2 Participants and Place of Study

Our selection criteria for participants was that they were college students, lived in
the New York City area and used a location-sharing application with one or more
people. New York City was chosen due to its high density of social establishments,
and diversity of living arrangements for students. Our goal was to find participants
who lived social lives in an urban setting, potentially leading to active use (checking
on people they were sharing with) of location-sharing. Students also often find
themselves in unfamiliar situations, to a much higher degree than for example a
full-time working parents of small children, who lead more regular lives, spending
many hours in the same place at a time. Previous research shows that college
students often lack a “base” for which they spend significant time (Barkhuus and
Dourish 2004), and as such might use location-sharing in more complex ways.
They are also less likely to live together with potential romantic partners, which
means location sharing can be potentially more useful between romantic partners.
We acknowledge that the sample is not a representation of college students in the
US, and certainly not students in other parts of the Western world. As such, our
inquiries should be understood in this context. Our aim was to investigate how this
particular set of people utilizes location sharing and how the practices contributes
to their specific lifestyle.

Using a combination of purposive and snowball sampling, we successfully
recruited 15 participants (initially 17 students participated in the first interview,
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but two dropped out during the mini-questionnaire time period), all students living
within the boundaries of New York City5. All participants were young adult stu-
dents of New York-based universities (Columbia University, New York University,
CUNY (City University of New York) and Pratt Institute of Art). Nine participants
self-identified as female and six participants self-identified as male. All participants
were between the ages of 18 and 22. At the time of data collection, the average age
of participants was 20. Seven of the participants were in a romantic relationship
with people outside the cohort studied, but none of them were living together (none
of the participants were romantic partners or friends with one another).

Table 1 includes a pseudonymized list of the participants. It also presents relevant
demographic information about participants. Participants who were involved in
romantic relationships are indicated by asterisks in Table 1. None of the participants
had grown up in New York City. All participants had lived in New York City for as
long as they had been students there, except Collin, who was a transfer student and
had only lived in New York for two of his almost 4 years of studies. All but three
participants had grown up in the United States (e.g., the Midwest, South and North
East). Two participants were originally from Taiwan and Turkey, respectively, but
had spent high school years in the US; one participant grew up in Shanghai, China
with a Chinese mother and American father, and attended an international school
before moving to the US for university. This means that the only student who could
be considered an “international student” in the traditional sense, meaning a student
growing up in another country who comes to the US solely to attend university,
was Bryan, who had grown up in Turkey to Turkish parents, yet, he has also spent
a year in high school in the US. While we did not ask for citizenship details, he
would from deduction be the only non-US citizen in our sample.

3.3 Data Collection

In this subsection, we describe the mode by which we collected data during each
phase of the study. In sequence, we describe initial interviews, deployment of daily
mini-questionnaires for a period of two weeks, and second interviews. As described
above, all data were collected between February and May of 2023.

3.3.1 Initial Interview
We initiated the study presented here with semi-structured interviews, conducted
on a one-on-one basis (i.e., occurring between one member of the research team
and one participant). As is standard in semi-structured interviewing, we asked
open-ended questions. The open-ended nature of our questions allowed flexibility
in following up on answers (Rubin and Rubin 2011). We developed our interview

5 Participants had no relationships either personal or professional with any of the authors or their related
research groups.
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Table 1. Tabular presentation of information about participants. From left to right, information
includes: participant pseudonym, self-reported sex and age, education, the number of people they
were sharing location with at the time of the study (extracted from interviews), and the total number
of times they looked up others’ location during the two-week period between the two interviews.
Note that the latter number does not include information about others looking up the location of our
participants.

Name** Sex, Age Area of Study No of People Total Look Ups

Amanda F, 19 Nursing, 2nd year 5 12
Sadie F, 20 Psychology, 3rd year 15+ 3
Alyssa* F, 19 Global Studies, 2nd year 7 35
Sandra* F, 20 Psychology, 3rd year 10 14
Bella* F, 19 Applied Psychology, 2nd year 5 65
Nathan M, 20 Public Policy, 3rd year 26 46
Charlie M, 20 Real Estate, 2nd year 5 24
Cara* F, 18 Communication Design, 1st 3 19
Anais F, 20 Photography, 3rd 4 4
Bryan* M, 22 Film and Media, 3rd year 1 27
Lara F, 19 Film studies, 1st 1 3
Xavier* M, 21 Economics, 4th year 3 34
James M, 20 Political Science, 2nd year 29 40
Collin M, 22 Engineering, 4th year 9 10
Xiao F, 21 Computer Science, 4th year 7 28

* The participant had a romantic partner at the time of the study. ** Names have been pseudonimized

protocol based on the recommendations provided by Myers and Newman (2007),
focusing particularly on their guidelines such as situating the researcher, minimiz-
ing social dissonance and make sure they understood the confidentiality of their
disclosures; we also gained insights from pre-study piloting.6 Initial interviews
(i.e., Part 1 of the study) focused on surfacing insights into how location-sharing
apps are involved in the participants’ relationships with their friends, roommates,
and romantic partners. Participants also discussed location-sharing in relation to
their parents and during their teenage years. Results in that relation have been
submitted for publication elsewhere.

3.3.2 Daily Mini-Questionnaires
For a period of two weeks after the initial interview, participants responded to a
daily mini-questionnaire distributed between 6pm and 8pm in the participants’ time
zone. Distribution of mini-questionnaires began no more than two days following
the completion of the initial interview. In most cases, participants received the first
mini-questionnaire either the night of their first interview or the following evening.

6 Prior to conducting the study, we conducted a pilot interview with a college student from an affiliate
research group. The pilot interview enabled us to fine-tune questions and establish a narrower age range
for recruitment.
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The mini-questionnaires were distributed to participants via mobile messaging
applications chosen by participants (e.g., iMessage, WhatsApp). This information
aided the research team in identifying patterns of use among participants. Such
patterns of use were underpinned by the emotional and affective information gained
through interviews.

The mini-questionnaire was comprised of five questions. Questions probed (1)
how many times participants remembered looking at their location-sharing appli-
cation for the past 24 hours, (2) whose location they looked for specifically, (3)
which application was used, (4) whether they were aware of someone else checking
their location, and if so (5) who? Responses to daily mini-questionnaire took one
of two forms: completion of a Google form or direct reply to the researchers via the
messaging app used to circulate the mini-questionnaires. Questions were identical
in both cases.

Our method was inspired by the experience sampling method (ESM), although
it differs in at least one meaningful way; ESM allows “respondents to document
their thoughts, feelings, and actions outside the walls of a laboratory and within
the context of everyday life” (Christensen et al. 2003, p.53). Yet our deployment of
daily mini-questionnaires was less directed at understanding thoughts and feelings
than it was at collecting information about the use of location-sharing apps and
giving participants an opportunity to engage in reflection.

We limited our collection of questionnaire-based data to one time per day, for
two main reasons: Firstly, we reasoned that participants would remember most of
their use from that same day. Secondly, we did not want to overburden college-aged
participants by pinging them multiple times a day. We predicted that multiple pings
per day may interrupt the social lives and practices our study sought to understand,
thereby preempting the validity of findings. Given the exploratory nature of our
study, as well as the complementary nature of interview and mini-questionnaire
data, such a trade-off between fine- and course-grained data is justifiable. The par-
ticipants were very diligent and generally filled in the questionnaires the evening
they received the ping. For two participants, however, 2-3 of their daily question-
naires were filled in the following morning. We contribute the high adherence to
the ease of which the questionnaire could be filled in on their mobile phone.

3.3.3 Second Interview
Participant involvement in the two-week deployment of mini-questionnaires was
followed by a second interview. The second interview also took a semi-structured
format. Yet the structure of the second interviews differed from the structure of
the initial interviews: second interviews leveraged data collected through mini-
questionnaires to inform the questions and asked about specific situations that the
participants had reported.

The second interviews took place one to two days after completion of the four-
teenth mini-questionnaire. In two cases, however, scheduling conflicts necessitated
a longer gap between completion of the final mini-questionnaire and second inter-
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views. In these two cases, second interviews were conducted four and seven days
subsequent to the completion of the final mini-questionnaire.

3.4 Data Analysis

During the data collection process, the interview data were examined to identify
emerging areas of interest. Although the interview schedule was set, broader ques-
tions were asked based on each interview’s context. This approach served as a
means of confirming and refining construct validity, ensuring that the nuances of
each participant were accounted for. By integrating data collection and analysis
in this manner, we ensured that each interview’s specifics were taken into account
without losing sight of the broader context being studied (Klein and Myers 1999).

The audio data were transcribed, and the files imported to a data analysis soft-
ware (Atlas.ti). Thematic analysis was used to analyse the interview data following
Braun and Clarke’s (2006) framework. Following an inductive thematic analysis
approach (Braun and Clarke 2006), we extracted basic codes that could encompass
a variety of practices (such as ‘location-sharing for convenience’, and ‘location-
sharing to reduce anxiety’). Accordingly, the analysis involved a primary immer-
sion in the data to gain a better understanding of it. Second, we started generating
initial codes by identifying and labelling segments of data with descriptive codes.
Third, we grouped codes into potential patterns based on similarities and potential
connections. These patterns were reviewed and refined through an iterative pro-
cess, making it possible to identify subtle themes, thereby enriching and adding
complexity to the analysis. Two of the authors conducted the coding, but all authors
authors were involved in the broader discussion of the results.

4 Results

We now take a closer look at the participants’ practices of using location-sharing
in everyday life. First, we present results from the mini-questionnaire data col-
lection, which provide an overall sense of how often and with whom participants
shared location directly and continuously. Second, we turn our attention to data col-
lected through semi-structured interviews. Specifically, we explore three themes
that emerged through our thematic analysis of the qualitative data: (i) the use of
location-sharing to manage social membership; (ii) the use of location-sharing to
orchestrate social activities; and (iii) the use of location-sharing apps as a means
of constructing a sense of safety. We present each theme in turn.

4.1 Results from Daily Mini-Questionnaires

The mini-questionnaires revealed that participants checked someone else’s loca-
tion, on average, 1.8 times during the 24 hours preceding the questionnaire prompt.
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While a mean of 1.8 may appear to be low, we note that the range of location-
checking frequency is wide: An average frequency of 1.8 times per day (i.e., func-
tionally “two”) indicates that checking on the location of friends is, indeed, a part
of daily digital life (see: Seberger and Bowker 2021; Edwards 2019) for our partic-
ipants. A phenomenon need not be frequent at the scale of hours and minutes (i.e.,
subdivisions of a given day) in order to be of import and interest.) Given the limi-
tations of prior work in relation to the contemporary location-sharing ecology and
practices therein (see Section 2), we offer a baseline of roughly two location-checks
per day.

In terms of who they looked for, the answers ranged from friends, roommates,
parents, and partners, with the most common answer being friends. Similarly, when
asked who they thought checked their location most during those past 24 hours, the
most common for participants not in romantic relationships was a particular friend
(sometimes named, sometimes defined, for example “my best friend”). However,
the most common daily answer by participants who were in a romantic relationship
at the time of the study, was that they looked up their partner’s location and that
they thought their partner looked at their location. There were two exceptions to
this rules: Bella and Sandra, who were both partnered, looked more times for their
friends’ locations than their boyfriends’ and Bella and Cara reported only few
instances (4 and 3 respectively) where they knew their partner, or anyone else, had
looked up their location.

When asking who the participants thought or knew was checking their location
over the time period, participants seemed uncertain how often this actually hap-
pened and tended to err on the conservative side. Since we did not want to put extra
effort on the participants (and ethically could not include their friends in our study
by asking our participants to ask them), we had phrased the question broadly: “Did
you notice if anyone checked your location during the last 24 hours? If yes, who?”
The most common answer by far was “Not that I’m aware of”, yet occasionally
they knew for certain that a friend, parent or partner had checked on them because
they had communicated about it. Charlie for example wrote “I did notice that my
friend [Lindsey] tracked me (she told me about it)”. So essentially our participants
reported only between 0 and 1.6 people on average per day, a median of 0.5, who
they knew or presumed had checked their location. The delta between reported
known incidents of being checked-in on (median = 0.5, range = 0 - 1.6) and the
reported frequency of checking in on others (median = x, range = y - z) highlights
a basic uncertainty surrounding the use of location-sharing technologies among
members of a given social circle. Generally, participants with partners checked on
their partner’s location to a higher degree than friends, and the participants without,
checked mostly on other friends’ location. All participants used Apple’s Find My,
a few also used Life 360, and nobody shared location on SnapChat, but a few had
previously done that. One person occasionally shared her location in a time-limited
way on WhatsApp.

Page 14 of 417



Like Guardian Angels: Continuous Location-Sharing and the...

4.2 Location-Sharing as a Way to Maintain Social Connection

We now report results from our analysis of the interviews starting by looking at
how social relationships are maintained through location-sharing and how location-
sharing reflects strong social bonds. Our focus is mainly on people’s everyday social
circles including friends and partners, rather than sharing between them and their
parents, which around half of the participants did.

For some of the participants, location-sharing was seen as a tool representing
their belonging to a group. Being part of a group of people sharing their location
was perceived as a form of social belonging and cohesion. We explore first how
the participants sometimes were very aware of this, and second, how other times,
the sense of belonging emerged more subtly.

Charlie for example told us how location-sharing was used differently with dif-
ferent friends. Where some, perhaps closer friends ‘checked in’ on him, and vice
versa, other friends encouraged him to use it more actively when coordinating
socially. On the other hand, Nathan prefaced by saying he “feel[s] like [he is] not
the norm on this”, he described a normal day as him starting out by checking his
friends’ locations:

“So I have a tendency to […] check locations, […] see where everyone is, or
if, if someone is like super close to me, like on my block or something, I’ll text
them asking if they want to go out and get like coffee or breakfast and then do
something accordingly.”

For others, like Sandra, the sense of social cohesion through location tracking
was more narrow than her broader social group, instead, it was the connection with
her best friend, with whom she was close and hung out with almost every day. She
explained:

“I do tend to track my friend [Kylie] a lot. […] ]I guess it’s out of convenience,
[…] Like if she’s not answering, like, are you in class? Are you sleeping or are
you, like, doing something? Are you hanging out with somebody and not [in]
a creepy way or like a way that like, I’ll get mad if you’re, doing nothing and
you don’t answer me. I’m just like, more of a out of curiosity. Like, why aren’t
you answering me? […] am I calling you while you’re in class right now kind
of thing?”

Finally, for Sadie, location-sharing was initially a tool for her and her room-
mates 7 to be able to just check in on each other for safety, but they kept the Life
360 circle after she moved to live on her own, but also said that location-sharing
was still useful for her social interactions with the former roommates:

7 Note that in the US ‘roommates’ is a term that is used broadly, to mean both the people a person is
sharing an apartment/house with, but also a person they are sharing bedroom with, which is still a fairly
common setup in college dormitories, particularly in high-cost living areas. We mention specifically if the
participants made us aware of which type of roommate that is referred to further down.
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“I just moved around the corner and one of my former roommates is in London
right now for study abroad, but the other roommate is back at the apartment.
So we, like, see each other at least once a week. We get coffee and we hang
out and stuff like that, because I do like miss seeing people. But just, I think
especially living in New York, like being surrounded by people 24/7 was just
too overwhelming.”

This quote illustrates well how a set of social relations where location-sharing
starts out as practicalities and a motivation of safety, continues to provide social
belonging, for people moving far away, as well as relations staying close by.

We now continue looking closer at a more practical use of location-sharing,
something that has often been highlighted as a key feature in relation to these
services.

4.3 Location-Sharing for Managing Daily Life

One of the most mundane uses of location-sharing is managing daily communi-
cation and activities; it has been illustrated in the past, how people enjoy how
location-sharing can support micro-coordination and saves on more direct com-
munication (Barkhuus et al. 2008; Schildt et al. 2016; Bales et al. 2011; Mancini
et al. 2011). In extension of these past findings, we sought to investigate how our
college students were using it to manage their daily lives. Several participants dis-
cussed using location-sharing apps to decide when they should leave home, when
to expect a friend’s arrival, and when to call others, amongst a plethora of other
daily organizational tasks.

College students often lead nomadic but at the same time also regular
lives (Barkhuus and Dourish 2004), leading them to need to coordinate meticu-
lously with friends for socializing. Some participants had very regular activities
where they utilized location-sharing, like Nathan who explained his Tuesday and
Thursday mornings:

“I have a class on Tuesdays and Thursdays with six of my friends and we all kind
of come from [...] the same triangulated location of, like, eighth and Broadway
and St Mark’s and like Union Square. So what we’ll all do is we’ll try and,
like, meet in the middle and then, [...] with the class starting at 11, we’ll all be
there at like 10:50. But in reality that never happens. So you kind of pick two
people, track their location, see when you all get there, and then go [...]. Or [...]
I’ll check their location, shoot them a text. and then go: Hey, can you grab me
a seat and I’ll meet you there.”

Cara talked about how it had worked with her and her three roommates the
previous semester before she moved to a single suite this current semester:

“We all had each other shared and we were using it for the purpose of almost, not
getting rid of communication, but just a quicker, more, I guess, technologically
advanced way of just communicating. [Like] you can just see that they are there,
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or their class I think ends at 6:30 so they’re not gonna be back yet. Oh are they
already at dinner, or should I grab something for them?”

Yet, the living situation did not work out for Cara who moved to a single dormitory
room and stopped sharing location with her previous roommates (as opposed to
Sadie, Cara did not get along with them in the long run).

Several of the participants found examples of ways in which smaller tasks were
supported, but also ad hoc socializing through checking local friends’ locations.
Sadie provided an amusing example of how location-sharing could help her control
her shopping habits:

“[S]ometimes if I’m home8 or like I have to go run errands, I’ll check it to see
if, like my friends who live near me are also home and can go run errands with
me. I’m like, I don’t want to go to Target by myself because then I’ll just buy
way too many things at target. Like, I need someone to tell me to stop.”

The participants with partners also used it substantively for coordinating and
getting information on when they should depart for a meet-up, or when they would
expect their partner to come over (none of the participants lived with their partners,
a setup corresponding well to their demographics as college students). Sandra
explained her most common use of the app as tracking her boyfriend:

“I like using the tracker when my boyfriend is on the way to me so I can kind of
plan out when I’m gonna go home. Like if I’m at school studying and he’s on
the way, it takes like […] 50 minutes to an hour for him to get here, depending
on like the traffic and the weather and how fast you drive. So I like to check it
when he’s on the way so I can know, […] like when to walk home so we […]
get to my place at the same time.”

Some of the participants were sharing their bedroom with a roommate, and if the
roommate was in a romantic relationship, it was not uncommon for the participants
to indicate that they used location-sharing to find out if their roommate was home,
or if they were far enough away that they were ’safe’. Bella for example, who shared
location mostly with her boyfriend and roommate (who she was sharing a bedroom
with), alluded to how she was using her location tracker by describing how she not
only tracked her roommate for when she was close to their dorm, but also knew her
class schedule for planning and knowing if she would be back shortly. This was
essential for her knowing how much time she would have to herself "or whatever",
alluding to spending intimate time with her boyfriend.

Xavier was being even more explicit when talking about how he mainly used
location-sharing with his roommate to find out if he was home. Early on in the
interview, he explains his situation:

8 In this instance, she is referring to home as her parents’ house in Connecticut.
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“I live in a suite with […] in a five-person suite comprised of three singles and
two doubles [sic]. And I live in the double. [light chuckle] Okay. Yeah. Which
is. You know, why it’s. It’s […] It’s especially useful to have my roommate’s
location. And then. Yeah, we also have, like, a common space.”

Later, he continues down the same thread:

“So, I mean, it’s just nice to know whether he’s in the room or not. And specif-
ically [laugh…] we are both in pretty serious relationships. In his case, his
girlfriend lives off-campus and has an apartment. And he spends most nights
over there […] So, you know, normally I assume that he’s not going to be in the
room. […] There, there’s the case when I’m planning on having my girlfriend
in there. And then it’s like, okay, this is sort of [I’m wondering] whether my
roommate is home. Normally he is not, but if he is, then you know, I’m not
going to have her over […] So it’s mostly that. It’s definitely, not […that I’m]
looking to see where he is on campus and going to follow him. Just to know
whether the room is vacant.”

In these examples, sharing was accepted as a way of managing private space and
personal (romantic) relationships.

A significant contrast was illustrated by James, who found that while there
were social benefits to location-sharing, it could also be used for avoiding socially
uncomfortable situations. He told us how some people he had presumed were his
friends had started ignoring him, and that he fell out with his roommate during the
semester. When he was interviewed, he actively avoided talking to his roommate
and the roommate’s friends; the location-sharing app was useful for that:

“Well, like, sometimes I’ll [check] is my roommate in the room? Like, is it...
especially since we’re not really that close any more. Like, is it okay to go back
and like change real quick or grab stuff without having to interact with him?”

James also explained how he would use his location-sharing for meeting up with
friends (“Like, how far, like how long it’s going to take for them to get there, how far
away they are.”), but when asked about whose location he checked the most, it was
his roommates by far, and vice versa. These examples illustrated how the location-
sharing tools were woven into everyday activities for negotiating everyday activities
and micro-coordination. James’s use of location-sharing technologies compliments
prior findings (see Section 2 about the extent to which location-related information
can be used to infer non-location-related aspects of a person whose location is
tracked).

4.4 Location-Sharing as a Way of Ensuring a “Sense” of Safety

When inquiring into motivations for participants to share location with their friends,
roommates and acquaintances, all participants citepd safety as a primary reason.
While most (12 out of the 15) had already used location-sharing in high school
or even middle school, either with their parents or friends, the number of people
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they shared it with had increased as they moved to New York City for university.
Sometimes a roommate had suggested sharing, or they had suggested it to their
friends themselves, as they had arrived for university. Sadie provided a typical
explanation:

“And then coming to college, […] I started sharing my locations with my room-
mates. And then we made a really good friend who became our roommate
sophomore year, and we started sharing our locations with her. And that was
more for safety reasons, just like because we’re in New York. […] like, if any-
one’s, like out walking late at night by themselves or something […] you could
just send a text to the group chat, like, hey, just a heads up, I’m like, by myself.
If you could just check my location occasionally, [to see] that I get home safely
and something like that.”

Overall, the notion of safety was an overarching theme when talking about reasons
for sharing location, but also when mentioning specific situations, all 15 participants
mentioned at one point or another the issue of safety. To analyze this topic in detail
we explore two sides of it: the participants’ own safety and their perception and
concern for others’ safety. We present results from each side in turn.

Our encounter with safety as a prominent facet of location-sharing among the
college students we interviewed presents as a tangle of issues generally not con-
sidered as a set: privacy, trust, and safety. (See Section 2.) To undo such a tangle,
we devote the next two sections to understanding participant perceptions of indi-
vidual safety and the safety of others. This analysis serves as the foundation for a
deeper discussion of continuous location-sharing in Sections 5 and 6. We choose
to delay the provision of deep discussion of findings to such sections in service to
readability.

4.4.1 Safety of Oneself
It was clear that the location-sharing was described as a safety tool for the partici-
pants themselves (again, all 15 participants mentioned safety during the interviews).
They phrased it as useful in potentially extreme situations where they would go
missing or not come home. Bella, for example, explained:

“Yeah, I think I first started sharing my location when I came to NYU, and it
was like, when I used to go out on, like, dates or stuff like that, just knowing
that, […] many people had my location […], I’d have like maybe three friends,
and I’d be like, Hey, I’m going to go out, […] if I don’t come back or if I don’t
check in, you know, you know, where I am, Please come find me. That’s always
like been helpful.”

Xiao reported using a similar example for when she and her friends went on dates.
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Cara acknowledged that she lived in a fairly rough part of the city 9, which was
where her university was located. When we interviewed her, she had moved out
of university housing and into a private building, where the university shuttle did
not run close by, but she could still take it part of the way. She explained how she
felt the location-sharing helped her maintain a sense of safety, despite not directly
communicating with her friends about it:

“[L]ike the other night, I, it was like four in the morning. It was during midterms
and I wasn’t getting back to my apartment from on-campus, technically, from
my friend’s [apartment], from working on a project until like four in the morning.
And I took the shuttle, so that was good. But like, she has my location and I
definitely I know that, like in the back of my mind […] she knows when I’m
getting back, she’ll probably check it.”

Sometimes participants described situations in which they were uncomfortable
in terms of safety but where somehow, location-sharing helped mediate the sense
of safety in the situation. Nathan, who had a rich social life, explained how he
had ended up in a frightening situation around four months previously (note that
we have elected to include the full direct quote to let Nathan himself describe the
situation in detail):

“I went on a date during finals season last year, if we can call it a date. It was like
two o’clock in the morning. And the person who lived on like 66 [66th street]
and said that they were a law school student, and I just got, like, a weird feeling.
And I’d gotten there and was like, entirely not what I expected. They were like,
hopped up on drugs, like […] crazy stuff. But I had texted my roommate, […]
that I knew were up because it was finals […] And then the thing that ended
up getting me out of like the bad situation was I had made them aware that my
roommate was waiting for me to get home and that my roommate had walked
in the door, let’s say like 4:45. And she texted me like, I’m home. Come home
now. […] And I was able to show my phone and be like, Oh, I’m so sorry.
Like, look, my roommate’s at our apartment, like, you call the Uber here. I’m
like, My roommate’s waiting for me and like, I can’t be here any longer. […]
and I ran out of the door and hopped into the Uber home. […] Having people’s
location in the back of my mind definitely made me feel a lot safer […] because
they [the date] were like, you’re not leaving. Like you’re going to stay with me.
We’re going to go to, like Jersey tomorrow morning, Like, I want to take you

9 New York City, particularly Manhattan, where all except the students at Pratt lived, is generally very
safe, but has, particularly post-pandemic, pockets of ‘rough areas’ where transients and sometimes people
of unstable mental health congregate. The area of FIT has recently become such area, despite traditionally,
being part of the affluent area Chelsea, it was viewed as ‘nice’. At the same time, FIT is merely blocks
away from the newly developed Hudson Yards where new buildings of 20+ floors are sprawling, catering
to high income people, rent often being $10,000+/month. Cara moved to an apartment in one of the private
new buildings, after moving out from the place with roommates.
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to my little cabin in the woods. And I was like, Oh my God, this is how I die,
[…] it was so scary.”

While it is hard to discern to which degree Nathan was in real danger, his knowledge
that his friends knew where he was, was the key to feeling safer. We thus encounter
a direct linkage between discourses of privacy (i.e., narrowly construed as control
over who has access to one’s information) and the location-sharer’s sense of safety.

Finally, Charlie who had a close-knit social circle that included four other friends,
described situations where he wanted to go out, but his friends didn’t. Instead,
Charlie described his friends as watching over him like “guardian angels” via their
location-sharing apps:

“I feel it was good to let them know that I’m going [out], […] like, that’s where
it would be […] it’s almost like they’re a guardian angel watching over, like
making sure nothing bad happens.”

In the light of these quotes from Nathan and Charlie above, we begin to develop
a detailed account of location-sharing practices among our participants.

We now take a closer look at location-sharing as a way of making sure others
are safe, and what activities the participants performed to ensure others’ safety.

4.4.2 Safety of Others
Many of the participants were encouraged to use location-sharing with friends,
partners and parents for their own safety, meaning as a way of mitigating others’
concern for them. Of the fifteen participants, eleven mentioned such issue; the four
who did not, were all female participants. While sometimes they expressed how
that invoked a sense of safety as described above, in other situations, the use was
solely accepted as a way of satisfying another set of people’s worries about them
without actually improving an individual’s safety. Amanda, for example, who had
parents that lived in the Midwest (a much more rural area of the United States),
would occasionally hear from her worried parents who she was sharing location
with:

“[Y]esterday I went to Queens. […] And it was maybe around 5 p.m. And my
parents called me, all worried because I’m in Queens and they are just, they’re
not controlling, they just get worried 10. And, you know, I understand. […] I
was an Uber and it [the locating sharing app] notified them that I was in Queens.
And so, you know, because they didn’t want me to be out too late and everything
like that, […] I know they’re just trying to look out and stuff, so I don’t mind
that they have my location as long as it makes them feel better. [...I]t doesn’t
restrict me from, like going to places I want to go to.”

10 Queens has often been presented in public media as a troubled and crime-filled neighborhood, which
the participant is implying; yet, queens does in fact have a lower crime level than Manhattan where the
participant lives (NY State, Division of Criminal Justice Services 2026).
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Amanda had accepted that her parents (who she pointed out, had not grown up in
the US, and who were not familiar with the different areas of New York City apart
from popular culture) liked to be ‘following’ her closely as to stay in the know
about her being safe 11. While Queens in reality is a diverse Xavier found himself
in a similar situation with his girlfriend, who he knew was checking his location
significantly more than he did with hers, to make sure he was safe. He explained
that she used it much more than him, with probably 20 people on her sharing list,
explaining: “and part of that is, is just like safety. I mean it’s, it’s not safe to travel
in New York City as a woman.” We will provide a deeper consideration of this
construction of “safety” in Section 5.

Another part of safety for others was the flip side of people’s own sense of
safety that location-sharing provided: participants offered numerous examples of
situations where they felt they could help protect someone else or make sure they
were safe, by checking in on their location. Collin, for example, explained how he
had gone out with a group of friends on someone’s birthday:

“it was just getting […] pretty late in the night. So some people wanted to
head back. Some people were still wanting to stay. […] I was kind of just
checking in and making sure my roommate and some friends got back to their
[…] apartments, and dorm, safely. And kinda just making sure everyone got
back.”

Other people had more dramatic examples of them being really worried:

“Like my friend Michelle, her phone said that she was in Queens in like the
middle of the night, and we all thought that she was like, dead, she wasn’t
answering. But I mean, […] she left her phone in the Uber, and the Uber went
home to Queens, and that was everything. Yeah, everything was okay. But that
was a really big, like, safety thing because at least we could have seen, like,
where she was, had she still been in a random person’s Uber or something. So
I think that it really is just like a safety factor.”

Notably, every participant talked about location-sharing as a safety feature, most
of them arguing that this was the main reason they were sharing location and using
this type of application. They highlighted safety for themselves, their partners, their
friends and in one case a participant’s (Xiao) mom who came to visit her in New
York from abroad. They ensured us that they were sharing only with trusted people
in their lives, except in one case: James said he wanted to delete many of his 29
people but was worried about the potential social backlash it would invoke, when
they found out he deleted them.

Participants were generally adamant that location-sharing had increased their
safety. However, we found no examples of that specifically. Even in the situation

11 There is a lot more to unpack in terms of parents and their sense of control through location-sharing,
however, we are limiting that discussion in this paper, since it is not the focus.
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that Nathan had ended up in, described above, it is highly unlikely that his friends
would have made it in time if his date indeed had had malicious intent. So the
essential factor is that location-sharing increased participants’ sense of safety and
gave them a heightened sense of security. While the majority expressed how they
were completely fine about the sharing (they had accepted it themselves in the first
place), the cost of using these tools was still the sense of being observed, which
some of them discovered and were able to articulate in detail. That brings us to the
last topic of our findings, how participants negotiated and maintained their own
and others’ sense of privacy.

4.5 Respecting and Maintaining Privacy

One important bias when analyzing how participants felt about sharing their loca-
tion continuously, is of course that they were asked to not only talk about it but
also write down how much they looked up others’ location for a couple of weeks.
During the final interviews, we always asked as one of the first questions, if they
felt their habits had changed over those weeks, and while all participants said they
did not think so, it is impossible to disregard some potential bias. A few partici-
pants actually did report noticing how much their friend or partner looked them up:
Bryan for example said that he was surprised to find out just how many times his
partner looked up his location since he asked him explicitly to be able to answer
our mini-questionnaire.

Broadly, participants were very aware of who they were sharing location with
and Xiao for example said that she had never had anything but positive experiences
with it. Not even “just neutral experiences”, but because she only shared with people
she trusted completely, she exclaimed that all experiences were positive. Still, a few
participants described instances where people in their sharing list overstepped lines
of inquiry or ’nosiness’. Nathan for example found it intruding that his mom was
commenting on his whereabouts when he was in California for a few days to visit
family. He explained how his mother had commented on his specific whereabouts:

“I knew, like [her] constant checking of the location every time I would move or
walk or refresh: ‘why are you walking? Why are you Ubering, what’s going on?’
And that definitely, like, made me feel uncomfortable about the experience.”

Interestingly, we found no situations where our participants felt intruded upon
by friends or acquaintances on their list, possibly because of the lack of control
structure between them (as opposed to a parental relationship, which features a
built-in hierarchy) and the fact that they had accepted sharing with friends in the
first place, and knew, at least theoretically, that they could delete them at any point.
The only example we found of someone “hiding” their location during their two-
week period was Alyssa who went to get a tattoo and hid her location by turning
off sharing temporarily so that her mom would not find out.

In relation to maintaining privacy, some participants explained how they had
needed a warm-up period when initially starting to share their locations continu-

Page 23 of 41  7



L. Barkhuus et. at.

ously. Bryan, for example, had only started sharing location two years previously
when his partner, three months into their relationship, asked him to start using it.
At first, he felt a bit strange about it, but after a few months, he felt it was okay. At
the time of the interview, he said that he did not mind at all, but most of the sharing
was with his partner who checked on him, not vice versa.

Others were surprised to find out how much their friends were checking up on
their or others’ location, compared to themselves. Charlie explained how his friend
Lindsey had told him how much she checked the app:

Charlie: “[She] told me, she was like, ‘Oh, whenever I’m bored, and I’m just at
home, I check to see if you’re at home and just, like, chilling or doing homework
or whatever. And I message you, but if you’re busy, I’m not going to, like, reach
out to you, because you’re doing your own thing.’ And I’m like, Okay, that
makes sense.”
Interviewer: “Did you know that before she did that or was this new to you?”
Charlie: “No, I had no [idea]. But then actually, before this whole […] expe-
rience […] one of my friends told me that one of her friends would like, they
would share their location with each other and, um, like out of the blue, she
would show up to a place where she was at, at that moment […] And I was
like, No, I totally get that. That’s like boundary issues. Yeah. So like, in some
ways, people do it in different ways. […] That’s kind of creepy though, to think
about.”

When discussing the issue of privacy and participants’ feelings around being
‘tracked’, it was clear that they mostly thought about it as a trade-off. With a
core motivation of utilization being safety, they accepted that it occasionally felt
intrusive to have people, no matter how close they were, knowing where they were
24/7. Collin expressed it distinctly:

“Location-sharing is good and important for the safety aspect if anything hap-
pens. Like, somebody knows where you are. I’ve had certain instances that gets
a little invasive and somebody would say, What are you doing, What are you
doing studying in this place? I’m just kind of minding my business. I feel a little
weird […] But... It’s kind of, in a sense, like a necessary evil; I would say that
it’s evil... but it’s a good precautionary tool.”

In essence he acknowledged that it is “evil” to have access to such detailed infor-
mation about others’ whereabouts, but because it helps keep them safe, the evil is
okay. Yet Collin’s use of the phrase, “precautionary tool,” is telling: in each of the
situations described by participants in which they referenced the improved sense
of safety that using location-sharing apps gave them, it is unclear that distributed
knowledge (i.e., among a person’s circle of friends) of a person’s location would
have actually prevented harm (i.e., maintained the safety of the user).

One specific situation that came up in our conversations where a participant
felt “odd” about being tracked did not involve explicit location-sharing. Cara was
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a dog-walker in her spare time and when she started walking a particular dog
for a customer, she started getting notifications on her phone that an AirTag was
following her. She quickly figured out that it was the dog who was wearing the
tag, but she was a bit surprised that the owner had not told her. When she asked,
the owner confirmed that the dog had an AirTag in the collar and Cara explained
that she understood the owner’s reasoning behind having that, but she would still
have liked to be informed. She acknowledged that the dog owner could track her
anyway12, but it was strange to get the notifications without being prepared.

In summary, the participants used two arguments to explain why they did not
feel the location-sharing was privacy-invasive or intrusive: firstly, they had chosen
to share with specific people themselves, and they argued that they trusted every
single person on their list. One exception was James, who still shared with people
he said he would like to take off, but he felt it would lead to questions and animosity
if he deleted them. The second argument was that if any privacy intrusion exists in
relation to location-sharing, such intrusion is justifiable because the use of location-
sharing was perceived (whether realistically or not) to improve individual safet,
their own and others.

In the next section, we discuss the results presented above. In particular, we
consider the construction of feelings of safety (i.e., an experiential sense of safety)
in relation to work described in Section 2. Subsequent to discussion, we provide
implications for research in the CSCW and CHI community.

5 Discussion

In our discussion, we take a closer look at how young adults manage to negotiate
self-disclosure and privacy concerns on a daily basis, in a sociotechnical world
where digital personal information is constantly available. We note that partici-
pants’ implication of their safety in relation to location-sharing complicates his-
torical findings about the sensitivity of location information (cf (Guha and Wicker
2015)).

We unpack our findings in three inter-related ways. First, we consider the role of
self-disclosure and privacy concerns in relation to how participants used and per-
ceived of location-tracking apps. Second, we describe participants’ use of location-
tracking technologies to build trust (as opposed to enrolling trusted friends into
location-sharing). Third, we explain the paradoxical use of location-tracking tech-
nologies to produce “safety,” even though such a condition of “safety” as described
by participants was hypothetical.

12 Cara used a dog-walking matching app, similar to ride sharing, where the app had permission to share
her location with the dog owner, as prevention of theft and to provide a greater sense of accountability.
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5.1 Self-Disclosure and Privacy Concerns

While it seemingly has become more common to share location with other people,
with a self-defined promise to increase a sense of safety, this also raises pertinent
questions about self-disclosure in relation to privacy concerns. Prior work (Guha
and Wicker 2015) highlighted the perceived privacy-sensitivity of location-related
data. Our participants managed to negotiate self-disclosure on an ongoing basis,
despite not putting too much thought into how others were looking up their loca-
tion – such a finding is internally contradictory according to prior work (Guha and
Wicker 2015), yet it appears sensible when one considers that the population to
which our sample belongs (i.e., college students in large urban settings) inherited
a sociotechnical milieu in which location-sharing capabilities have crept (Lyon
2007) into pervasiveness by way of smartphones.

Participants mostly had little sense of who or how much someone else had
followed them (digitally) on particular days. Such a claim is supported by the
delta between their own location-checking behaviors and the reported behaviors
of other participants. A general sense that their location could be checked was
prevalent – and expected given participants’ extant use of location-sharing apps
prior to their involvement in the study. Yet the delta between actual behavior and
expected behavior presents as a promising avenue for future research.

Other social dynamics emerged when participants explicitly shared location with
someone else, as in the case of digital logistics when organizing a meet-up. We
heard about how someone was trying to find their mom at the airport, how someone
needed to find their partner at a large outdoor event, and how someone was meeting
up at a place where construction suddenly made it impossible to take the usual route,
and location-sharing ‘informed’ the other person of the delay. In those situations,
self-disclosure was expressed very literally and voluntarily, and the perception of
privacy was only present in that this information was shared solely with the selected
person (the information was shared at the same time with everybody else on the
person’s sharing list, but from the person’s own perspective, this was the active
self-disclosure point). Such privacy-related findings mirror findings from related
work (Mcdonald et al. 2024) in which teen smartphone users were less concerned
about general surveillance (e.g., from the government or corporations) than with
privacy invasions stemming from people they know or simply other users.

The participants generally expressed feelings of being well in control of their
self-disclosure of location and whereabouts, yet half of them shared location with
one or more ‘old friends’: friends who were either not local, or friends they did
not see anymore, mostly old high school friends that they had lost touch with.
Such a finding constitutes a direct furtherance of prior research about location-
sharing, as prior work does not consider how location-sharing practices evolve
in time alongside the dynamics of users’ social circles. Given the rapidity with
which location-sharing has become a pervasive function in worlds mediated by
smartphones, it stands to reason that prior work has not considered the social

Page 26 of 417



Like Guardian Angels: Continuous Location-Sharing and the...

evolution of location-sharing practices. The historicity of our work (i.e., the point
in time at which it was conducted) has allowed a more nuanced view of location-
sharing as a social practice that is complicated by its sociality: friend circles change
over time, and negotiating the sociality of friendship via location-sharing presents
as an emerging area of research in HCI.

It is striking that the practice of sharing location with ‘old’ friends was so
common, in that there was no direct benefit from it. Yet, participants like James
expressed that it would be ‘rude’ to delete them from the list, so that was why he
kept them. Other participants simply said they might meet up with these people
one day in the future, and that was the reason they kept them. It is worth noting that
this kind of potential use aligns well with Bowker’s theory of the epoch of potential
memory (Bowker 2008) which will receive more detailed coverage in the following
subsections. Such broad self-disclosure contradicts much of the previous literature
that highlighted numerous complex sharing limitations that people are willing to
do, both in terms of people and granularity of location precision (Jedrzejczyk et al.
2010; Toch et al. 2010b; Sadeh et al. 2007; Tsai et al. 2009). While acknowledg-
ing that it would be ‘creepy’ to show up at a place where an acquaintance was
located without communicating that first, some participants did have social struc-
tures in place that justified exactly that. And as such, privacy boundaries did not
feel violated or even pushed.

5.2 Sharing Location to Build Trust

Location-sharing might seem like a manifestation of trust and solidification of
a social connection. Yet it was apparent from the interviews that people often
started sharing continuous location with others even as relationships were just
being formed (i.e., in the absence of durably or time-tested trust). Most had started
sharing with their roommates within the first weeks of sharing a home, and partners
had started sharing within the first months of dating. In other words, trust was being
built up while they were using location-sharing, not before. So the act of accepting
a sharing request was not a display of trust, but in fact, an indication that they might
trust them in the near future. Accordingly, location-sharing became a tool in social
trust-building.

A now classic guideline for sociotechnical systems is consistent transparency,
or as Erickson and Kellogg referred to, social translucence (Erickson and Kellogg
2000): making sure that the functionality is obvious, that the user is aware of
technology behavior and activities, such as who they are sharing exactly what type
of location with (i.e. granularity). And from a narrow design perspective location-
sharing, as implemented in the two most common systems - Find My and Life
360 - these are socially translucent: the user can at any point see who can see
their location, and they can remove any unwanted sharers. Yet, on the ground, the
tools clearly lacked consistent transparency because of the background nature of
the apps and the actual practices that people would go days without looking at it,
and sometimes forget that it even existed. Instead, the only consistent transparency
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emerged through the mutual trust that they had with others, or was in the process
of building up. We now continue relating, in more detail, our results to previous
literature and particularly the notion of safety, which was the core reasoning to the
participants’ motivations.

5.3 Location-Sharing and the Construction of a “Sense” of Safety

The current location-sharing tools that we investigated, contradict significantly the
predictions and prescriptions from the first decade of 2000, when location-sharing
prototypes were first envisioned and developed (Iachello et al. 2005; Tsai et al.
2009; Consolvo et al. 2005; Benisch et al. 2011; Brush et al. 2010; Patil et al.
2015); even commercial applications would notify people regularly that they were
sharing location with others (Holson 2007). Initially, many of these prototypes were
developed for assisting practical activities, such as informing loved ones of how
close they were to being home, and for meeting up (Tsai et al. 2009). Some early
commercial products were marketed for keeping children safe, which emphasized
a model of surveillance, rather than mutual sharing (Reardon 2009; Talor 2015).

However, as we pointed out in the results section, location-sharing among our
participant was often motivated by the notion of safety; yet, none of the participants
had any examples of situations when they had actually been in situations where
their safety was on the line, and where friends could have ‘saved’ them, despite us
asking participants to think back further than the two weeks of the study. Instead,
the continuous location-sharing provided the people with a sense of personal safety
and sometimes also a sense of security (defined as a broader level of protection from
outside harm such as threats of violence, accidents and natural disasters (Coursen
2016). And even if it was clear that they were not necessarily safe from harm
through location-sharing, it was a reasonable argument for them to use to provide
friends and acquaintances with their continuous location.

Although safety was not core to how they used the location-sharing in most
everyday activities, it was at the top of their mind for motivation, and as an “excuse”
for having it in place, particularly with their local friends and roommates. It is
therefore interesting how none of the above-citepd studies mentioned safety as
even a minor motivation for using such a sharing tool, contrasting our participants’
motivations for sharing. As safety emerges as a prominent domain within HCI, we
call for explicit, safety-related research about location-sharing technologies such
as those we have analyzed in this paper.

Our participants’ boundaries were miles beyond the predicted privacy limita-
tions that were taken for granted in earlier research just 10 years ago. The unique
situation of Generation Z probably plays an important role: This generation, and in
particularly those aged 22 and below, has a crucial age frame because they were the
first generation whose first mobile phone, (often in middle school, around 10-12
years old) was a smartphone (Mcdonald et al. 2024). Only a handful of our par-
ticipants had briefly had non-smartphones, often a hand-me-down from a family
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member, for very explicit use at key times. Their experiences were solely with
phones that had a wide range of functionalities, and they were quickly introduced
to the world of location-based services and being available anywhere, anytime.
However, we are of course aware that we cannot generalize about all urban college
students as such, but from this small sample, it was evident that location-sharing
was highly common among them and their peers and is here to stay. We note that
our findings highlight the needed for sustained research engagement with young
adults about the use of location-sharing technologies in their daily lives. Such a
population emerges as an important population for HCI researchers and designers
to engage with because it is unclear that the sociotechnical ecology in which prior
findings about location-sharing were founded is sufficiently similar to the ecology
in which today’s young adults live their lives.

6 Implications

We continue by providing two implications of our research. These implications
are directed toward fostering more solid, more robust theoretical foundations for
understanding location-sharing practices in relation to the emergent sociotechnical
ecology of the 2020s.

6.1 Acclimating to a New Safety Landscape

As described in Section 2, a great deal of research on location-sharing practices
occurred alongside a sea of changes in the commonness of location-sharing ser-
vices, devices, and platforms. Much of this work occurred in the early 2000s
(i.e., around the times that Google Latitude and Apple’s “Find My Friends” were
released in 2005 and 2011, respectively). Yet the profound changes in the broader
sociotechnical ecology (e.g., the saturation of smartphone use, the availability
and even factory-inclusion of location-sharing technologies in smartphones, the
widespread adoption of surveillance capitalistic data practices, etc.) highlight the
need to reassess historical knowledge about location-sharing. Such a need is obvi-
ous from two perspectives. We describe these perspectives below.

6.1.1 Prior Work Contradictions
First, much of the prior work about location-sharing has focused on complicated
routines or practices that users develop, or are expected to develop, to manage their
privacy (e.g., Benisch et al. 2011; Iachello et al. 2005; Jedrzejczyk et al. 2010;
Lederer et al. 2003; Sadeh et al. 2007; Toch et al. 2010a; Tsai et al. 2009). Based
on our findings, such complexity may be a thing of the past. Just like with other
technologies and data practices that have become more or less normalized over the
past twenty years (e.g., Seberger et al. 2022b), contemporary college-aged people
have grown up alongside location-sharing technologies. The worlds into which
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they were “thrown” (Heidegger 1962) included location-sharing services.13 Such
inclusion in young adults’ condition of thrownness differentiates young adults from
previous generations. For example, members of older generations (e.g., elder Mil-
lennials, Gen X, Baby Boomers) have, at one time or another, had to re-calibrate
their expectations of daily life alongside, or in reaction to, the development and
release of novel technologies. The internet, mobile phones and smart phones repre-
senting examples of technologies whose functionality changed everyday practices
significantly – up to and including the normalization of sharing evermore types of
contextually-dependent data and information. Such normalization (e.g., (Seberger
et al. 2022b)) may prevent people from thinking critically about the downstream
effects of continuous sharing (cf (Seberger et al. 2021; Seberger et al. 2023)).
After all, technological developments have rendered a world profoundly different
in 2023, from the set of worlds that might have comprised the early 1980s (i.e.,
the lower boundary of the Millennial generation) or the late 1990s and early 2000s
(i.e., the lower boundary of Gen Z).

Assuming the roughly homogenized perspective of such older generations – a
homogenized perspective we manufacture here for purposes of illustration – such
re-calibrations have obviously occurred in relation to the proliferation of location-
sharing services. If one came of age during the largely un-networked 1990s, for
example, the emergence of location-sharing technologies necessarily challenged
assumptions about daily life (cf (Seberger and Bowker 2021)) that grew out of
historical periods in which automated location-sharing was quite rare. From this
perspective, it is possible that lived experiences of researchers who are Millenni-
als, members of Generation X, or Baby Boomers present implicit confounds to
understanding the lived worlds encountered by members of Generation Z or Gen-
eration Alpha. For members of older generations (e.g., Millennials, Generation X,
etc.), our having borne witness to the emergence of technologies that are simply
“natural” for Generation Z and Generation Alpha makes it especially difficult to
understand just how natural such technologies are for these generations: what older
generations witnessed as novel, younger generations simply receive.

We suggest that CSCW and HCI’s collective knowledge base about the use
and perception of location-sharing services needs updating. This proposition is
partly inspired by Serres, who in 2015 argued that Millennials live in functionally
different worlds than do members of previous generations (e.g., Gen X, Baby
Boomers, etc.). The vast differences between sociotechnical ecologies extends the
argument to include the next generations (e.g. Gen Z, Gen Alpha, etc.). And as the
sociotechnical ecology changes across time, so do the implicit expectations that
people have about daily life in such an ecology. As such, we might state that time is
medium of radical change (Castoriadis 1987). As the times (i.e., the sociotechnical

13 The Heideggerian notion of thrownness (i.e., having been thrown) refers to the fact that each of us is born
into a particular historical era. While obviously not chosen by its recipient, the characteristics of such an
era (e.g., the late 1990s, etc.) impact people’s expectations of daily life.
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conditions of daily life) change or manifest in the form of technologically radical
change, we must expect that the results of prior work require updating to account
for such change.

6.2 Safety in the Epoch of Potential Memory

Our second implication relates to the theoretical framework of Epoch of Potential
Memory. As an implication, we call for sustained ontological analysis of “safety”
within a sociotechnical context. We observed that participants frequently shared
their location with peers in order to foster a “sense” of safety. Such a sense of safety
is necessarily future-oriented: it is aspirational. That is, participants described shar-
ing their location information with peers in order to protect themselves against harm
should harm befall them. From this we can infer that temporality may constitute
an important facet of knowledge production about location-sharing practices. Such
temporality indicates “safety” as a form of speculative vulnerability (Seberger et al.
2022a).

Bowker’s theorization of an “epoch of potential memory” (Bowker 2008) pro-
vides a useful framework for situating the temporality of participants’ “sense” of
safety in relation to location-sharing; it also sheds light on the forms of vulnera-
bility that may arise through “senses” of safety fostered through location-sharing
apps. To paraphrase, Bowker (2008) defines the epoch of potential memory as a
historical period in which data is collected for future use should the need for that
data arise. In the epoch of potential memory, all is datafied precisely because the
results of such datafication may be useful in the future. As such, location tracking
and recording by service providers for potential future use, is also an example of
this.

That participants ideate or contextualize their safety in the near future tense in
which data about their locationmay be relevant speaks volumes about contemporary
sociotechnical conditions. We noted, for example, that the majority of participants
whose use of location-sharing apps gave them a sense of safety did not actually
describe safety, per se, but instead the ability of others to locate them after they had
already come to harm. Such aspriational safety stands in stark contrast to the image
of “guardian angel[s]” described by one participant. These angels that location-
sharing apps constitute are necessarily retrospective angels: like Benjamin’s angel
of history (Benjamin 2020), such apps construct those with whom location is shared
as possessed of a backwards gaze: post hoc witnesses to the present tense.14 Indeed,
we noted at least one instance in which friends who received location updates from
their peers were functionally unable to do anything about their peer’s safety when
that peer left their phone in an Uber. Such post hoc witnesses are assumed to be

14 It is worth noting that such an understanding of temporality in relation to location-sharing apps aligns
with Seberger’s theory of rhythmic diminution in relation to app culture and the archive of networked
devices (Seberger 2022). Actions are taken in the experiential present tense in order to facilitate computa-
tional futures that occur at rhythms far to speedy to be experienced by people qua people.
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benevolent. Yet through the lens of Bowker’s epoch of potential memory (Bowker
2008), the benevolence of such witnesses is determined by context: the conditions
in which location data are analyzed should the “need” for such analysis arise.

While participants discussed such a “sense” of safety, it may be more accurate
to describe the underlying affective condition (i.e., that which allows for such a
“sense” of safety) as one in which people enroll in digital ecologies and match their
expectations to such digital ecologies. Novel characteristics of technologies (e.g.,
the pervasiveness of location-sharing apps) color and change the discourses that
precede such technologies. The meaning and temporality of “safety” changes as a
function of the infrastructures that mediate daily life. What we find in relation to
college-aged participants’ use of location-sharing apps is an aspirational sense of
safety that exists solely in relation to the data-driven representation of the worlds
in which young people live their lives.

The deployment of such humanities-oriented theoretical perspectives is essential
if we are to demonstrate suitably systematic care for our younger generations. It
is essential because in the absence of such broader considerations, it is likely that
the forms of “safety” constructed through the proliferation of novel technologies
are not the same as those we might construct through the analysis of data collected
some twenty years ago. It may be a category error to claim that “safety” means the
same thing for individuals or groups belonging to different generations, where such
generations are differentiated primarily through comparison of the sociotechnical
ecologies into which they were born.

6.3 Limitations

Interpretive caution should be exercised when making use of findings presented
in this paper. Our study was a qualitative and exploratory study (n=15). Such a
sample size is adequate to the task of exploratory consideration of location-sharing
in social contexts. By virtue of its design and goals, findings presented are not
strictly generalizable (or impacted by the burden of positivist generalizability).
The phenomena we identified in this paper evidence a need for continued work in
the area of location-sharing as it relates to privacy, trust, and safety: it identifies
wrinkles in the contemporary understanding of location-sharing, but, again, we
make no claims toward formal generalizability. Below, we describe some of the
factors that should be taken into consideration when building upon or otherwise
involving findings presented here in research.

While our participant sample seems very diverse, both in terms of cultural and
socioeconomic background, all but one student were enrolled at private universities.
Moreover, the study took place in a unique US context, New York City, where both
student lifestyle and urban structure differ from most other areas in the world.

Our racial and ethnic diversity as such also suffered, the only African-American
participant we recruited dropped out halfway through the study and was therefore
not included. The ethnic diversity is therefore limited to White American, Asian
and Asian-American, Hispanic, and first or second-generation Southern European-
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American. As such, most of the students in the study were highly “privileged”
students; yet it was clear that they had similar concerns and challenges as most
other college students in the world in terms of academic performance, friendships,
romantic relationships and sometimes bullying and mental health issues. But it
means that we of course cannot generalize from the data, and we do not claim to
be able to broaden our results to other socio-economic groups, students living in
rural or suburban areas, or non-US context. They are rooted in New York students’
unique setting.

Finally, we recognize that parental monitoring was a crucial dimension brought
up by some of the participants. With this acknowledgment, we believe that this
is a pertinent issue better explored as a standalone phenomenon alongside peer
location-sharing, especially because, in peer location-sharing, there are little to no
added power asymmetries as there may be in a family structure. As such, we are
exploring parental dynamics of location-sharing elsewhere.

6.4 Future Studies

While this study has provided insights into use of location sharing among a fairly
narrow population, future work could for diversity focus on a broader set of peo-
ple, such as young professionals, families and specific work settings, particularly
due to a potentially different set of privacy preferences between these popula-
tions. Another level of insights could be gained through log-data analysis, through
gaining device specific location sharing data, leading to more precise recording
of device interaction. Previous research has looked at micro-interactions (Ferreira
et al. 2014), and a similar tool could report exact measures of interaction, bypass-
ing the need for participants to self-report. Finally, future work should look into
privacy behavior in regards to people sharing within hierarchical relationships such
as teenagers living at home, sharing with their parents, or people sharing location
in work settings with their employer.

7 Conclusion

Through analysis of data collected in the three-part study described above, we
found that college-aged users of location-sharing apps engage with such apps for
several reasons. Most obviously (and practically), participants use location-sharing
apps to orchestrate social actions and memberships of social groups. They found
a wide set of practical uses, including checking if their roommates were away so
they could bring a partner over, and casually meeting for breakfast before class
without explicit coordination. More profoundly though, participants described use
of location-sharing apps as a means of producing a “sense” of safety. Yet it would
be irresponsible if we, as CSCW researchers and practitioners, fail to meaningfully
interrogate just what “safety” means in an emergent and growing sociotechnical
ecology. Safety was the notion that others had roles as “guardian angles” of them,
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with an implicit understanding that the tool provided mutual safety. Yet, the sharing
had no time or granularity limitations, only person-to-person rules, which occa-
sionally were outdated. Our findings highlight the need to refresh or update prior
findings about the use of and approach to location-sharing. Such a need arises as
an effect of generational change and the ongoing transformation of former familiar
discourses.

Participants’ strong narrative around safety was surprising in contrast to most
previous research, which focused on providing an intricate set of sharing rules, con-
cerned with sharing with whom, to which detail, and for which time-frame, empha-
sizing a strong sense of privacy protection. Instead, participants were adamant about
the sense of safety – their own and that of others – that location-sharing provided
them, and therefore kept sharing continuously. We provided a simple description
for understanding users’ “sense of safety” as it pertain to both (i) their own sense of
safety, (ii) their sense of others’ safety and (iii) others’ reassurance of their safety.
Yet, participants were not naive: they occasionally admitted that they knew the
sense of safety the apps provided was not necessarily actual safety from harm, but
instead accountability for any perpetrator, and as such perhaps even a deterrent
for a potential violator. The casual joking that “at least they know where to look
for the body”, illustrated this stark realism in the participants’ minds. To end on
a lighter, more poetic note, referring back to Taylor Swift’s lyrics at the begin-
ning, the casualness with which the participants approached location sharing was
something someone could easily have forgotten to turn off.
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