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Abstract 
Pregnancy is a transformational journey towards 
parenthood. Bodily and mental changes are inevitable 
for the one who is pregnant, and many find this 
transformation to be challenging. This paper reimagines 
the emotional pregnancy within the context of a 
prenatal yoga setting. In doing so, it explores novel 
approaches to designing interactions in a supportive 
environment. We introduce an explorative study with 
three women at different stages in their pregnancy to 
suggest avenues for design research in support of 
emotional wellbeing during this time.  
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Introduction 
Pregnancy is a natural and bodily affair. It can be said 
that it has moved from people’s homes to the hospital, 
and what used to be the norm, giving birth at home, is 
now presented as of potential risk. On the one hand, 
this change emphasizes pregnancy and birthing as a 
medicalized experience, complex and occasionally risk- 
laden, and on the other, partially removes the person 
from a process of self-reflection and bodily connection.  
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Pregnancy is emotionally overwhelming and a 
transformation into parenthood. This paper considers 
the profuse range of emotions that occur in pregnancy, 
which thus far has gained little attention in HCI. As 
design researchers within the field, we ask: how can we 
explore this powerful facet of pregnancy? We aim to 
design future systems and tools that can support 
pregnant women1 in embracing their emotions and 
empower them in using emotions for personal strength 
while transitioning into parent/motherhood.  

In pregnancy, care has also become digitized. Self-
tracking and monitoring are part of what has become 
integral to controlling or regulating the pregnant body. 
Tracking can be understood as almost indispensable to 
many pregnant women’s lives, one in which they “are 
encouraged to view pregnancy as an embodied mode of 
close monitoring and surveillance, display and 
performance” [11]. Through monitoring, self-tracking 
and control pregnant women become more conscious of 
their responsibility toward their ‘unborn child’/fetus [6]. 
Thus the body, by being intensely tracked through 
technologies, gains a renewed focus of attention (ibid). 
Surely, technology has become a substantial part of 
pregnant women’s lives affecting their sense of self and 
their way of navigating through pregnancy. Moreover, 
this paper aims to take a holistic approach to 
empowering pregnant women. Instead of giving 
technology the control and data, we seek to explore 

 
1 Ciswomen: For the purpose of this provocation, we introduce 

preliminary data that includes a small sample and our 
reflections converge towards this group of women. However, 
future studies on designing for the emotional pregnancy 
require expanding the target group and accounting e.g. 
transgender men and their experiences around pregnancy 
while identifying as male. 

how technology can allow them to take more control by 
feeling, knowing and doing [3] and to “learn about their 
options in a given context in order to be able to exert 
control in their environment” [14].  Thus, empowering 
them throughout the prenatal and labour experience by 
providing them with tools/knowledge to understand the 
growing body, when to listen to intuition and when to 
ask for help.  

We position our approach in the situated context of a 
prenatal yoga class [9]. This setting allows for a safe 
and supportive environment, and to explore the design 
of affirmations. Affirmations spring from self-affirmation 
theory [10], which introduces a responsive practice 
with regard to threatening information towards one’s 
personal beliefs (ibid). In our study, affirmations are 
short positive sentences, which are used to empower 
the pregnant woman’s conception of the self. We 
present the affirmation-driven toolkit deployed with 
three women at different stages in their pregnancies. 
This toolkit is embedded in the environment, i.e. 
through light and sound, plus yoga probs. Through 
working within this multi-sensorial environment, we 
enquire about the women’s wellbeing in relation to their 
emotional experiences in pregnancy. This research aims 
to suggest avenues for design research that account for 
the impact of emotional wellbeing in pregnancy.  

Related Work 
An interest in the pregnant body as a site of research is 
increasing within HCI and interaction design. This is 
particularly visible in the domains of self-tracking and 
monitoring applications [11]. These technologies 
advocate for a healthy pregnancy and fetus by 
documenting e.g. nutritional behaviours, daily changes, 
fetus movements, prenatal exercises, and/or 



 

community sharing [e.g. 4,12,13]. These applications 
provide features that have been proven to be 
supportive toward pregnant women’s feeling of 
confidence during pregnancy [5]. However, the use of 
technologies for tracking, monitoring and self-
surveillance, can also be argued to be a way of 
distancing oneself from the body [7]. We understand 
this detachment can be detrimental to health and 
wellbeing and instead aspire to reimagine interactions 
that fully account for the situated and material body. 
Designerly approaches that advocate for the materiality 
of the body include e.g. [1] in which intimate bodily 
knowledge can be argued to support childbirth. 
Moreover, a different line of research (mHealth) has 
explored how digital technologies can be problematic as 
they, in many cases, present gaps between the data 
and the pregnant woman’s actual experience [8]. E.g., 
research on mHealth suggests promoting wellbeing on 
a psychological level [2]. Nonetheless, and while 
becoming subjects of digitisation, seeing how “(d)igital 
devices are incorporated into our everyday routines, 
entangled with our sense of self, our experience of 
embodiment, our acquisition of knowledge and meaning 
making and our social relations” [7], in our work we 
strive to include the pregnant woman and embodied 
knowledge in the design process. In taking a 
participatory approach to the latter, and that designing 
for the emotional pregnancy has at its core active 
participation, we seek to enable novel and meaningful 
interactions that support the individual woman in her 
pregnancy. To do this, we include the digital but also 
that of the subjective and physical wellbeing. 

Exploring Prenatal Yoga & Affirmations 
Prenatal yoga comprehends physical and mental 
exercise in preparation for labour and motherhood. 

Based on yoga postures suitable for the growing 
pregnant body and research on prenatal psychology, 
prenatal yoga teachers are trained to support and 
prepare the pregnant woman for emotional and bodily 
challenges throughout her pregnancy. 

Prenatal Yoga Workshop and Toolkit 
The workshop was structured as a two-hours yoga 
class. It was divided into three parts with three themes 
and guided by three affirmations (see affirmations in 
Side Bar 1). The session took place at HéLT yoga studio 
situated in central Copenhagen, Denmark. The space 
provided yoga probs such as bolsters, mats, blankets, 
and eye pillows. The toolkit included the following: i) an 
in situ design prototype in the form of a lamp with a 
hue light bulb and a built-in recording device and 
speaker, the design of affirmations and related yoga 
postures; ii) individual journals and writing materials 
available for each participant to use during the session 
(figure 1). These worked in tandem to explore the 
women’s thoughts and experiences throughout the 
session and concerning their pregnancy.  

Bodily Changes, Responsibility, Loneliness 
The three initial themes are informed by semi-
structured interviews conducted with three midwives 
and five pregnant women. These were the starting 
point for this research and helped structure the session 
(see Side Bar 2 for overview). Bodily Changes refers to 
the challenge of accepting the changes in the body 
when pregnant. Responsibility refers to the lack of 
responsibility the midwives experienced the pregnant 
women taking, such as preparing for labour and 
motherhood mindfully. Loneliness refers to the 
loneliness the pregnant women experienced during 
pregnancy and the challenges they experienced when 

Affirmations 

Bodily Changes 

“I allow the changes in my 
body to open up for bodily 
explorations to connect with 
my baby” 
 
Responsibility 

“I take responsibility for my 
pregnancy by seeking 
information when needed 
(and following my intuition)”  

 
 

Loneliness 

“I deserve and I take the 
support that I need from the 
people around me” 

Side Bar 1: Affirmations based 
on themes in pregnant women’s 
lives. 
 
 
 

 

Figure 1: Journals and 
prototype (lamp). 

 



 

asking for help. We used the yoga postures to explore 
how e.g. they could support a connection with each 
affirmation (figure 2). The illustration shows three 
opening postures with intuitive movements connected 
to the words in the affirmation. 

 
Figure 2: Example of yoga postures based on the Bodily 
Changes affirmation. 

Affirmations were explored in order to change 
something connoting as negative, such as I feel alone 
and overwhelmed into I deserve and take the support 
that I need from the people around me. The 
affirmations, which were based on topics surfacing in 
our preliminary research, were used to promote a 
sense of empowerment, in both body through the yoga 
postures and movements, and mind through reciting 
and reflective writing. Moreover, as light affects our 
nervous system and its alertness, we used the light to 
support the various themes and affirmations (figure 3). 
In the illustration showed in Figure 2, the light was 
dimmed, to support the awareness within the body. 
However, in the affirmation referring to Loneliness, the 
light was further dimmed and during the affirmation 
referring to Responsibility it was slightly brighter, to 
support a sense of strength.  

Conclusion & Future Work 
The workshop suggests how a supportive environment, 
such as the prenatal yoga class, assisted by our toolkit, 
can support and generate knowledge about pregnant 
women, and empower them in the process and 
experience of pregnancy. The affirmations triggered 

different thoughts for the participants. They stressed 
that they felt in touch with their body and emotions 
when the affirmation confirmed what they were already 
doing, e.g. one participant mentioned that she was 
good at asking for help and was assured of this when 
reciting the affirmation linked to Loneliness. If the 
affirmation moved them, they found that they had 
something to work with and reflect upon. The outcome 
lead to personal and collective reflection, and 
encouraged confidence and trust in themselves.  

We consider the impact of pregnancy at an individual, 
collective, and societal level. Thus, there are several 
future directions for this research. We start by 
suggesting that we take all aspects of a pregnancy in 
support of the emotional perspective. Moreover, we do 
recognise that this is a small sample and that pregnant 
women have different needs, e.g. based on socio-
cultural or economic backgrounds. While this 
provocation may be a critique of current Western 
norms and cultures in pregnancy, it suggests that the 
field moves to design meaningful interactions that 
account for the emotional pregnancy in its diversity.  

The prenatal yoga and affirmations workshop is a 
holistic take on digitality, and what we propose is 
entwined in embodied experience while distancing itself 
from commercial intentions. By shedding light on the 
emotional significance of pregnancy we hope to be able 
to affect micro, meso and macro levels. We challenge 
views on pregnancy e.g. that of an ‘illness’ or 
superhuman, but strive for understanding pregnancy 
for all it is: an individual journey towards becoming a 
parent, a transformation of body and mind. We aim for 
systemic change while opening the design space for the 
emotional pregnancy.  

Workshop Overview 
 
Firstly, a grounding exercise 
continuing into a yoga 
practice of selected postures, 
which related to each theme 
was introduced; this was 
followed by reciting the 
affirmation six-nine times as 
a group and audio recording. 
Afterwards, each participant 
was asked to partake in a 
free writing exercise, using 
the individual journals. 
Similarly, they listened to the 
recordings of the recited 
affirmations in the group and 
were asked to write in their 
journals about their 
experiences.   

Side Bar 2: Description of 
the workshop. 

 

 
Figure 3: The setting of the 
workshop with the lamp in the 
centre. 
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