
 

Food for Thought in Digital Wellbeing: 
“Eat to Live, or Live to Eat”

 
 

Introduction 
Advice on careful and meaningful consumption has 
existed since the teachings of the classical Greek 
philosopher Socrates “Thou shouldst eat to live, not live 
to eat”. In crude terms he requests that citizens ‘to not 
be glutonous, the pleasures of eating should not 
surpass the desire to maintain good health’. 
Increasingly, the length of time that we spend engaging 
on and with digital technologies has started to become 
comparable to the consumption of other produce, such 
as food, water, productivity and finance. Ghaffay even 
goes as far as to compare the appeal of smartphone 
applications to a “giant buffet of desserts”, 
recommending to cut out the sugary treats until the 
user manages to curb their cravings of sugar, and 
reevaluate what is to be re-introduced [4].  

Yet there’s a reason that successfully achieving 
longitudinal weight loss has to go far beyond cutting 
things out, where success rates, although possible, are 
well below the satisfactory levels [1]. The demotion to 
our use of technology to just that of mindless scrolling 
and staring that can be captured via dials and graphs, 
detaches us, like diets do, from the rich cultural 
practices that our inter-connected digital landscape can 
offer. If the Socrative advice provided is that entities 
that provide us pleasure should be limited or measured, 
what then do we, as Human-  Computer Interaction 
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researchers and designers have to replace that deficit 
with? 

This paper aims to present two thought-pieces; (1) is a  
consumption-based model appropriate for digital 
content (2) how might we complement the current 
model of deficit of reduction and removal from digital 
activities, with one of plentiful fulfillment of better 
relationships with technology. My scope that I have 
chosen for this work is specifically examining 
smartphone applications ScreenTime on iOS, and 
Digital Wellbeing on Android, for boasting and 
encouraging ‘wellness’, in line with their increase in 
use, familiarity and promotion [5].  

Wellbeing and the State of Being ‘Well’.  
Underneath the beautiful, conceptual muddiness that 
comes about with any discussion of wellbeing, there are 
two common aspects that I have identified. Firstly, it is 
the appropriate orientation to acheieve a comfortable, 
stable and healthy existence, both with respect to one’s 
daily activities, and the environment in which that 
person resides in. Secondly, this existence has to 
achieve distinct moments of joy, pleasure and awe that 
complements and encourages motivation to pursue the 
sometimes difficult, frustrating and bleak odyssey to 
the former existence.  

I would argue frequently only the latter element of my 
take on wellbeing is being promoted through the 
smartphone applications of the focus of study, through 
their focus on the short-term; daily, weekly 
engagement with our phones. As wellness is being 
prodominantly designed for now, through visibility and 
understanding of daily practices and behaviours, we 
able to make more informed and healthier choices on a 

day-to-day basis. While this isn’t a criticism of tools of 
this nature, the distance between engaging in reflective 
thought beyond simply viewing the data has already 
been identified [2].  

Hedonic: Excessive Consumption?  
It is telling that the word consume jointly means to eat, 
drink, or digest; buy and to completely fill the mind (of 
someone). “Consuming content” is a common phrase 
that, although it makes sense as to its usage, doesn’t 
seem like it might be the best option. It’s used as an 
umbrella term of primarily reading, listening, viewing, 
and other ways of taking in forms of media and 
entertainment, all of which convieniently can be 
performed via a smartphone. These disparate ways of 
engaging with something therefore undermines the 
effectiveness of a consumption model to information, 
alongside mistakenly bringing visions of haste and need 
along with it. I’ll compare the consumerist approach to 
technology across three different themes reduction, 
metrics and control. 

Reduction 
‘Cutting down’ on technology use and exposure, is 
remarkably difficult; while I might intentify bloatedness 
or hunger, there are few universal, visceral sights of 
overloadedness. I might state that I need to go on a 
physical and digital detox to resist how I might use 
things every day. Yet interestingly, this detox only 
involves particular types of technologies; normally the 
ones involving a screen. While it might make sense that 
I want to cut down on the number of hours staring at a 
screen, it would be ludicrous and somewhat silly to 
refuse to use my smartcard to enter my office, or pay 
for parking simply because they are both attached to a 
digital system. What is needed then, instead of a digital 



 

detox, is a hierarchy of what types of technologies we 
have identified as stressful or detrimental, and which 
ones are permissible; consumption alone does not 
capture this differentiation, making it difficult to 
determine what withdrawl or detox actually means.  

Metrics 
User interfaces for applications specifically designed 
with wellness in mind have paid particular attention to 
the following quantifiers; 

• how much time the user has spent within 
applications 

• how often they look at their device 
• how many notifications they receive … 

Downloads, screen time, biometrics and number of 
clicks seemingly do not capture the same informative 
qualities as a biometric reading of physical 
comsumption. The number of topics that have been 
browsed, the number of individuals I’ve contacted, the 
number of individual hex codes viewed all remain 
obscured. Once more, it is difficult to determine, 
because of consumptions disparate meanings, what is 
‘good’ consumption of material, and what is ‘bad’. 

Control 
It is a well established notion that the human condition 
cannot survive without appropriate nutrition of food and 
water. The same comparison, at a physiological level, 
cannot be said of our interaction with digital 
technology, we do not need x amount of minutes with a 
smartphone for our respiratory system to continue to 
function. Despite this, to disregard technology as being 
excessive, or non-essential masks the value that it 
places within our every day actions. Back to my 

smartcard, while it may seem like I do not ‘need’ it to 
survive, realistically if I am unable to enter my research 
lab, I am unable to work and this has knock-on effects. 
To need normally translates to a condition or a situation 
where you do not have a choice in. In posing our use of 
technology as a choice, akin to choosing to consume 
more or less, we are perhaps naiively assuming what 
we do have is choice and control of technology, when 
there are particular scenarios where this is not possible.  

Providing an Alternative  
As I have evidenced through identifying flaws in 
measuring wellbeing only based on consumption, our 
relationship and engagement with technology exceeds 
far beyond comprehending how much time we have 
spent in our smartphone applications, or how many 
notifications we receive. While these are important 
calculations to nudge us in the right direction to limit 
our use of such devices, they only tell us half the 
picture, and a seemingly negative one at that. Although 
I might know that my average screentime is ‘2h 20’, I 
do not get a valuation of how euphoric or unaware 
these sessions with my personal device were.  

While many applications are boasting balance, I am yet 
to observe what approach we can take to enhance and 
imbue these positive relationships, what alternatives 
can we provide to fill the deficit left behind by a 
restriction of digital activities. As such, the following 
orientations are whether I see designing for digital 
wellbeing heading in the next decade. 

Designing for Boredom 
While it might seem against the principles of Human-
Computer Interaction to design for the hampering or 
restriction of usability or pleasure for users, incurring 



 

states of boredom may be beneficial. Far from 
accusations of a lack of productivity, and a flaw of one’s 
character with the inability to stimulate oneself, the 
state of boredom is constructive. The feeling of 
boredom is neither intrinsically good or bad, but rather 
signals to us that perhaps a change is needed [3]. 
While the attention economy is alive and thriving, it 
could become just as lucrative as being the instigator of 
discouraging attention, permitting someone to 
recooperate it. As user interfaces are getting better at 
determining boredom [6] and boredom proneness, we 
may find it sensible to enhance this, so that the user 
may enter a state of contemplation, reconsideration or 
seek change.  

Designing for ‘Life-Space’ 
If people wish to build on the knowledge of how much 
time is spent looking at their smartphone, and boredom 
perhaps does not yet appeal, HCI researchers are 
placed in a unique position of infrastructuring 
suggestions for alternatives to fill the advocated space 
of deficit. Life-space, as coined by Sonnenfeld and 
Kotter [7], describes the life aspects that engulf our 
surroundings, but specifically in this context, life away 
from our immediate attention on technology. These 
‘gaps’, identified potentially via boredom, have to be 
activities or practices that are ‘do-able’, entertaining 
and joyous for that individual.  

My Research 
My research requires me to continually grapple with the 
consideration as to what does it mean to live life well 
for oneself and others. Specifically, I am researching 
the ways that digital technologies can be designed, 
implemented and evaluated to encourage desistance in 
those who perpetrate violence against their intimate 

partners and therefore their children. As such, I believe 
I may present a unique aspect on ‘wellbeing’ beyond 
the viewpoint of the individual, and those who depend 
on the state of the first in order to assern their own. 
Through my engagement with domestic violence 
prevention programmes, I am looking at what ensuring 
wellbeing and accountability for negative behaviours 
may look like in a digital tool, practice or system. 
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