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ABSTRACT 
Informal and casual observation suggests that a 
significant percentage of interaction with digital devices 
happens under the influence of wine and spirits, and yet 
this simple and obvious fact seems to go almost entirely 
unremarked in the HCI literature. We take up the question 
of why and make a case for impermanent impairment as   
a frontier for HCI research. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Since its inception as a discipline, HCI has trafficked in 
idealizations. In order to reduce the complexity of 
everyday interaction to a manageable size, HCI 
researchers have developed a range of models based on 
simplifying assumptions about the organization of tasks 
and the relevant environmental factors that condition how 
they are performed. A classic example, for instance, is the 
Model Human Processor at the heart of the GOMS 
framework, which, based on large volumes of empirical 
data, strips tasks down to individual cognitive sequences 
and places numerical bounds on memory, cognitive 
actions, decision processes, and physical movements 
(Card et al. 1983). 

Practices of idealization and simplification are, of course, 
foundational to much scientific practice (e.g. Star 1983). 
As HCI has broadened its scope, and as interactive 
technologies have come to be deployed in ever-wider 
settings, aspects of those processes have come under 
more critical scrutiny. One might argue for instance that 
much ethnographic research in Computer-Supported 
Cooperative Work has been directed towards challenging 
the simplifying assumptions that support analyses such as 
those of workflow (e.g. Bowers et al. 1995). Similarly, 
strands of research in HCI influenced by thinking in 
science and technology studies (STS) have often 
investigated the very processes by which simplifying 

models and idealizations themselves arise and with what 
consequences (e.g. DiSalvo et al. 2010, Dourish and 
Mainwaring 2012). 

The topic of wine and interaction design casts a different 
light on the question of idealization, illuminating one of 
HCI’s dirty little secrets concerning the context of 
encounter between people and information technologies, 
viz. that they often arise in situations of temporary 
impairment. While the idea that, for instance, a mobile 
phone might be used while its owner is anywhere from 
slightly tipsy to rip-roaringly drunk is a staple of sitcoms 
and stand-up comedy, it is a notion almost or entirely 
absent from the published HCI literature. And yet, an 
exceptionally unscientific auto-ethnographic and severely 
time-constrained study conducted in our household 
yesterday evening suggests that a significant percentage 
of digital interactions, with devices including mobile 
phones, tablets, laptop computers, network equipment, 
smart home appliances, and digital set-top boxes takes 
place when users are operating under the influence of 
wine and cocktails. 

It is interesting and telling to speculate for a moment 
about what percentage of digital interactions happen 
under these conditions –  10%? 5%? – and then to ask 
why any condition that occurs so often remains so 
entirely unexamined or invisible in published HCI 
research. Other forms of cognitive challenge are widely 
discussed in the literature, and indeed, entire conferences 
are devoted to the problems of accessibility and the 
problems of cognitive impairment, sensory decline, and 
motor skills loss, but as yet, no tipsy HCI has emerged. 
At first blush, it might seem as though perhaps the 
problems of interaction under the influence are somehow 
unfamiliar to HCI researchers, but this is most certainly 
not the case. Similarly unscientific, auto-ethnographic 
research conducted over many years suggests that much 
HCI research, including the writing of papers and 
discussions at conferences happen in similar conditions of 
wine-induced experience refunctioning. 

If interaction under the influence is part of the visible 
landscape of HCI researchers and yet invisible in HCI 
research, then we need to ask why, and open up the 
question of the politics of impermanent impairment. If 
not happenstance, then it must be to some extent 
intentional or structural. To the extent that HCI research 
is dominated by American researchers, corporations, and 
institutions, it seems likely that American attitudes 
towards alcohol consumption – attitudes characterized 
primarily by shame, prudeishness, and disapproval – 
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shape the moral landscape of the discipline, which 
perhaps explains why these phenomena remain both 
unreported and unexamined (Barr 2000). Similarly, the 
structural institutional constraints of human subjects 
protection might mitigate against taking up tipsy HCI as a 
topic (Stark 2012). An embrace of the problems of 
unsober interaction might seem further either to endorse 
the condition or to signal a lack of seriousness of a 
discipline concerned with the demonstration of its own 
professional foundation (Abbott 1988). 

By contrast, though, we suggest that the failure to 
embrace and take up the questions of tipsy HCI is at best 
a questionable form of self-delusion and at worst an 
abrogation of the very professional responsibilities to 
which HCI seeks to lay claim. If we know that a 
significant percentage of perfectly legitimate interaction 
happens in the presence of wine and other intoxicating 
(and delicious) beverages, then it is surely appropriate to 
undertake a program of research here, with the full 
panoply of tools – empirical, conceptual, experimental, 
and technical – that HCI has at its disposal. It’s the right 
thing to do. We intend to get started right away – on the 
empirical component at any rate. 
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