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Abstract 
Autoethnography brings the whole, lived experience of 
the researcher into the frame. This allows for different 
types of knowledges to be produced. This paper 
presents an autoethnographic study of the removal of 
technologies as a method to explore the long-term 
effects of use. The technology being removed through 
this case study was menstrual cycle tracking apps. 
Removing our own apps revealed how habitual use had 
shaped our awareness and understanding of our 
bodies.  
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Removal as a Method 
Typically, user studies within HCI and interaction design 
capture short-term use in a controlled environment. 
Longer-term studies might ask for users to document 
their own experiences over time, or ask users to 
recount memories after use. These methods address 
the addition of new technologies or technologies that 
are already employed by participants. With habitual 
use, our relationships with our everyday devices 
become harder to articulate. We hypothesize that 
removing technologies as a method, and documenting 
their absences, could disrupt and defamiliarize habitual 
relationships and reveal their long-term effects on us, 
even after we stop using them. We wanted to test 
whether “you don’t know what you’ve got until it’s 
gone”.  

Several studies have shown that self-tracked data does 
indeed have an after-life; lessons learnt from data 
collection does shape the future lives of self-trackers , 
as Williams described “I can’t un-know the weight of 
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things” [7]. In this paper we aim to explore not only 
whether data shapes us after we stop self-tracking, but 
the qualities of how this information expresses itself 
within lived experience.  

Hypothetical Removal as a Method 
We interviewed 12 potential participants and asked 
them if they would remove their menstrual cycle 
tracking apps for the study. All participants declined for 
a range of reasons. These reasons informed us of the 
role that menstrual cycle tracking technologies play for 
our participants and proved that removal as a method 
is also valuable as a hypothetical question.  

Autoethnographic Removal as a Method 
In light of our participants refusing to stop tracking, we 
undertook the exercise of removing our menstrual cycle 
tracking apps ourselves. Autoethnographic methods 
used in the field of personal health technologies have 
been seen to allow researchers to carry out research in 
ways that could be not requested of research 
participants due to the heavy work-load required; to 
value the subjective experience of the researcher as 
equal to that of other participants; and to use the 
collection of “idiosyncratic accounts” to evaluate the 
impact of personal devices on our lives [1,4,5].  

Due to the fact that we both menstruate and use 
menstrual cycle tracking technologies, and our 
professions as fulltime academic researchers allows us 
the time and attention required for a full and rich 
autoethnographic study, we therefore qualified as 
suitable participants for the study. The fact that we are 
researchers also means that our knowledge of the field 
is deeper than the average user of menstrual cycle 
tracking technologies, and that our accounts probably 

do not resemble those of the wider population. This 
reflexivity does not undermine the validity of these 
accounts, but rather positions them as expert accounts 
that include a greater depth of reflection and critical 
thinking.  

Stopping Menstrual Cycle Tracking 
We entered our autoethnographical study with no 
expectations of how long it was to continue. After one 
month, the second author (A2) left the study and 
returned to using Clue as she found the costs to her 
quality of life were too high. The first author (A1) 
continued the autoethnographic study in living without 
Clue for a further year and a half. To avoid 
autoethnographic note-taking acting as a form of 
menstrual cycle tracking, we refrained from recording 
fieldnotes until the end of each phase of removal; we 
both recorded fieldnotes after one month when A2 left 
the study, and A1 recorded additional fieldnotes at the 
end of the year and a half. To prevent influencing one 
another’s experiences, we had no contact during the 
initial study. Reflections back on our individual 
experiences were recorded in separate documents and 
then compared and analyzed thematically. All fieldnotes 
were analyzed thematically by the two authors.  

Findings 
Immediately after removal, we became “hyper-aware” 
of our senses. “I was hyper aware of every twinge of 
pain in my stomach as it gave me hope that my period 
would come soon” A1. Since we had lost external 
information about what was happening inside our 
bodies, we relied on inner sensation to position 
ourselves within our menstrual cycle.  

Related Work Around 
Autoethnographic 
Removal as a Method 

Andrés Lucero conducted 
an autoethnography of 
living without a mobile 
phone episodically over 
the span of nine years 
[2].  

Phoebe 
Sengers’ experience of 
removing herself from 
her typical work and 
home environment whilst 
conducting fieldwork on 
the isolated Change 
Island in Newfoundland, 
Canada [6]. 

Environmentalist Bill 
McKibben juxtaposes his 
experience of spending 
24 hours on a mountain 
top with watching 24 
hours of recordings from 
each of his ninety-three 
television channels, 
which he had his 
neighbours and friends 
record on VHS whilst he 
was up on the mountain 
[3]. 

 



 

The biggest findings for us from this research was the 
desperation we experienced at losing a chronological 
calendar to map our biological sense of time onto. We 
remembered that PMS started on day 20, but we 
weren’t sure when day 20 was anymore. Losing where 
we were in our menstrual cycle made us feel out of 
control; “Losing track of time felt like losing track of 
me, losing control over my body” A2. This reveals how 
the act of menstrual cycle tracking gives us a sense of 
certainty over our changing bodies. A2 felt so 
disorientated that she began carrying tampons in her 
bag for the whole of the cycle, rather than just towards 
the end when her period was more likely to come.  

After a year and a half of not using a menstrual cycle 
tracking app, A1 wrote “Now I have a less diagnostic, 
and more holistic approach… I don’t feel something, 
then try to analyze it like I did at the start. The 
sensation and what that sensation means occurs to me 
at the same time.” A1. This reveals how the information 
provided by the menstrual cycle tracking app has been 
embodied into her lived experience of her menstrual 
cycle.  

Removing the technologies ourselves allowed us more 
knowledge on how self-tracking shapes our experience 
of our bodies. Experiencing the loss revealed how we 
relied on them to position ourselves in relation to time, 
how they gave us a sense of control, and how 
information was related to our felt sensations and how 
information had become embodied over time. What 
surprised us was how much removal revealed our 
dependencies on our devices. Indeed, A2 actually 
abandoned the autoethnography after just one month.  

Removing technologies that we are satisfied with is, not 
surprisingly, a study that participants are unwilling to 
sign up to. However, as an autoethnography for 
motivated researchers, we have found it valuable in 
revealing aspects of our habitual relationships with 
technologies, and how they shape us in the long-term.  
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