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ABSTRACT 

Nowadays due to Covid-19 office employees, colleagues can’t have their regular coffee break together. They 

are sitting behind their desk all day meeting online, grabbing a cup of coffee whenever suits them, meaning 

that when you are grabbing your coffee, your colleague is still in front of his/her laptop with his/her coffee and 

finishes just at the time when you have yours. Not a very pleasant experience. You can’t have a good 

conversation like you used to. Working from home leads to a decrease in the mood of office employees and 

overall, less feeling of togetherness.   

The purpose of our study is to experience if the sense of togetherness between colleagues can be increased 

by Bakkey. Asking about the concept of Bakkey during user studies will show if the timing of the coffee being 

served can influence the experience and mood of the colleagues that are meeting. In this study, participants 

that are office employees, colleagues from every age will be studied. During the study, different insights about 

the coffee break and about how COVID-19 has changed the situation will be gained. The participants will be 

joining the study online and fill in a questionnaire about the experience of the coffee break before and after 

COVID-19 and about the concept.   

The research did not find any direct link between the moment of hot beverage received and the level of 

togetherness experienced. However, the findings do suggest it is not the moment of receiving but the 

synchronization of the consumption that may have a correlation with the sense of togetherness experienced. 

More research is needed. 

CCS • Human-centered computing • Interaction design • Interaction design process and methods • Scenario-

based design  

 

Additional Keywords and Phrases: telematic coffee break, coffee break colleagues, experience coffee break, 

coffee break  

ACM Reference Format: 

  

mailto:l.j.j.d.jonge@student.tue.nl
mailto:l.a.v.ratingen@student.tue.nl
mailto:l.lammers@student.tue.nl
mailto:xxxx@gmail.com


2 

1 INTRODUCTION 

A large part of social dynamics on the work floor happens during informal, short meetings in canteens, near 

water coolers and during coffee breaks. While some companies may have established informal meetings 

among employees prior to COVID-19 – as some tweets point to the online continuation of a regular physical 

“happy hour tradition” – such interactions are often by-products of formal meetings or they occur by chance, 

such as when people happen to meet at the coffee machine. Clearly, bumping into each other is not possible 

when people are physically distant, so planned and dedicated virtual social encounters with work contacts 

seem to have emerged as a new form of online meeting during the COVID-19 crisis [26]. Video calls with the 

daily contacts were used to establish a sense of togetherness, avoid social isolation, and continue the 

operations of organized groups while being physically distant [12, 26].  

Therefore, what is missing is a conceptualization of togetherness that can account both for togetherness in 

contexts other than those mediated face- to-face and for the ways in which togetherness is potentially 

‘created’ in social interaction. We argue that one large component within this dynamic is the temporal dynamic 

within the experience of togetherness; the moment at which a drink is served and the feeling of receiving 

one’s coffee at the same time. Our research aims to answer the following question: "How does the 

synchronization of a telematic coffee break ritual influence the sense of togetherness experienced by Office 

Employees?”. 

To answer this question in full requires some underlying questions to be answered: what exactly is 

togetherness, and what factors influence it? How do people currently experience their telematic coffee break 

culture? And finally, to what extent do people already experience togetherness within an online setting when 

compared to an offline setting? 

The goal of this research is to research this temporal element within telematic coffee breaks and to identify 

pointers for future research on this matter.  

1.1  Related research 

1.1.1 What is “togetherness?” and what factors influence it?   

The feeling of togetherness is a feeling many people instinctively recognize - but is subject to cultural and 

situational differences. Osler [37] describes the sense of togetherness as “Feeling together as we”.    

Within the scope of this research, this sociality is mixed in nature - as employees within the same company 

often will have at least met each other face to face. Eklund [36] mentions that within online groups the series 

of norms and rules, a sense of group membership and a sense of sociability are key to stable online groups. 

Filstad, Traavik and Gorli [9] state that the sense of belonging within a company context is a part of crucial 

human development. Their paper states that going through shared experiences is important for this sense of 

belongingness. However, most of the literature focuses on the quality of the work-related experiences but 

leaves out the break-related experiences entirely.   

1.1.2  Review of existing commercial products 

Within the field of telematic coffee breaks and telematic dining experiences in general, there is a strong focus 

on interactive tabletop and surfaces. These could be considered as “hybrid” experiences, hybrid ‘describing 

an object or practice that fuses two social categories, such as the “real” and “virtual”’ [34]. Examples of these 

hybrid experiences are the commercially available products such as Microsoft surface [43] and Mitsubishi’s 

DiamondTouch [45] and the smart table [52]. These seem to share the same design limitations. For instance: 

they do not try to fit in any particular space, they look almost similar due to the focus on function, which makes 

them not aesthetically pleasing, they don’t focus on user-based requirements and don’t allow for much 

personalization [13]. From a design perspective that focusses more strongly on a positive user experience 
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[24, 38, 14] - it is necessary to fulfil these requirements. A part of this is the question on how to interact with 

the table in a way that keeps the attention of the audience to prevent them keep from getting bored of the 

experience [7]. The table should help with the primitive tasks of object selection, object manipulation and 

menu control. Using a table for interaction brings the following difficulties; table size, angle and height, nature 

of display and number of users [10]. This type of product seems to be a steep investment with no guarantee 

of creating a better telematic dining or break experience than the traditional methods.  

With the rising amount of technology people face nowadays, there are studies trying to design human-human 

communication tools to improve these interactions without using technology [16] or studies trying to get 

unusual interactive ideas without interaction [17]. At the same time there are studies trying with a little bit of 

technology to get a feeling of togetherness with people. Like the Telematic Dinner Party [46]. As ‘there has 

been a recent call in HCI (Human Computer Interaction) [13] for innovative approaches to the design of 

technology for and around food’ [46], using technology around food to reach that feeling of togetherness 

during telematic events. Making use of telematics, as that is now from great importance in this online world, a 

growing system that will keep affecting people and societies [15]. ‘Teleconferencing is the use of electronic 

telecommunications to enable people to meet despite physical separation’ [34] existing over four decades 

already. Using telematic online conversations can be more interactive and expressive [50] compared to 

working from home without outside contact. The communication in telematic settings can be formal or informal 

[53] depending on the earth of the conversation. For conversations work related there have been studies 

describing prototype techniques to explore the speculative experiences during these telematic collaborations 

between partners [49, 55] and how the interaction is [32, 39] as well as studies about the emotions during this 

[3]. Not only about the experience during meetings also the experience by the work-related product have been 

studied [42]. Making it possible to compare if the interactions during telematic conversations can be improved 

by (work-related) products.  

1.1.3 Food 

Questioning our social future [28] and how design will be incorporated in this is something we could be 

looking to with a critical eye. Social happiness depends as well on culture. “Good organizational culture can 

be created with intentionality, and that using a framework of ritual design is a promising way to do so” [42]. 

With culture you have rituals [49] and traditions [28] shaping the culture [25]. Where playful experiences in 

culture as well as in diner moments can be eventually a part in future food technology [35, 19]. With Covid-19 

people try to keep their social activity [54] or connection [38, 1] around food in life. Designing for future food 

technologies to stimulate the playful experience during that moment [20] of eating [43] or dining together [33]. 

Especially on the play [29, 5, 27, 44] part of the interaction with food [20]. Connecting this to how interaction 

with food can improve the telematic break during workdays. 

Sitting and enjoying your food can bring a lot of different emotions and feelings. Food flavors can have 

different feelings to people [8] by the different sense's food triggers [40]. Food can be sent to people with a 

message [6] or be enjoyed now together. Research on technical systems with food have been studied [2]. 

Sitting together can bring feelings for the food because of the closer look they can have on their own mood [3, 

24] as well as feelings for sharing [40] as well as for other side effects. When people sit together to have a 

meal, they often do not finish their meal together [21]. “Sharing a mealtime, but not truly eating together can 

cause social friction and discomfort.” [51]. That is why there is a study that designed “keep-up-with-me” [51] to 

do not have that awkward feeling when you are the only one eating left. Designing with this study in mind to 

get the best feeling during the telematic coffee break. 

Food can lead to ‘new relationships and experiences in the physical world’ [23], making it a worthwhile topic 

for this research. 
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2 METHOD  

2.1 Description of design  

A prototype was developed to test our hypothesis. The prototype is focused to purely convey the temporal 

element of receiving a drink. This prototype consists out of an interactive box with a mechanized door. The 

box holds a beverage of choice given by the participant. The box has a LED ring at the front and a button in 

the middle of said LED ring. The participant can press the button in order to invite their coffee break-partner to 

lunch with them. The LED ring will partially light up in a green color, indicating they are sending the lunch-

invite signal. The LED ring will also partially light up in a different color when it is receiving a lunch-invite 

signal.   

 

 
Figure 1: The beverage holder 

 

 
Figure 2: The inside with a hot beverage inside 

 

 
Figure 3: 

The default state 

 
Figure 4:  

Someone has invited the user to 

a coffee break 

 

 

 
Figure 5: 

The invitation has been accepted 

and the door is open 

 

When all participants in the hypothetical hot beverage room have pressed the button, indicated by a fully lit 

LED ring, the box will open and present the chosen beverage. For research purposes, the prototype does not 

make the beverage but simply aims to replace the concept of a waiter or waitress presenting the food to the 

participant, as shown in a café.  
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2.2 Experiment setup 

As this research took place during the COVID-19 lockdown which limited the options for direct interaction with 

the artifact. Instead, a mixed survey was set-up (n=22) to retrieve insights on the views the participants had 

on coffee breaks and how they expected Bakkey to influence these views [appendix A]. The demographic for 

this survey was Dutch speaking participants aging 18 to 67. The sample was obtained through direct contacts 

of the researchers and their direct contacts. The participants were asked to consent before the questionnaire 

using a checkbox. The questionnaire (appendix A) consisted out of a two-part online questionnaire taking 

approximated 15 minutes to fill in. The first part was a series of questions on the attitudes towards their pre-

COVID-19 coffee breaks and current post-COVID-19 coffee breaks. These questions serve as a baseline 

reference for the second half of the research. The second half of the research consisted out of a video of the 

prototype discussed earlier in this paper and a series of questions regarding how (and if) the participants 

expected this prototype to change their coffee break.  

 

As privacy in today’s day and age is an important topic no questions about ethnicity, education and 

occupation were asked as they could lead back to the participants identity due to the methods used for 

acquiring participants. The form was hosted on Microsoft Forms as to comply with the guidelines of the 

University that requested this paper. 

2.3 Data analysis 

The data from the questionnaire will be coded and categorized in primary answer categories, as well as 

analyzed for interesting outliers for the data. The numeric answers will be averaged and cross referenced with 

literature and the open question answers in order to create a better overview of what the temporal element 

within the coffee break means for its users. 

3 PRELIMINARY RESEARCH FINDINGS 

3.1.1 Results in a nutshell: 

• 35% of the respondents is having a chat with colleague’s during their coffee break  

• 50% of the respondents is spending their coffee break alone and behind their desk or in between tasks.  

• The average experience of the pre-corona coffee break is a 6.7, based on figure 1 below. 

• 45% of the respondents thinks it is important to have a little distraction from their computer screen.  

3.1.2 What are the “cultural” aspects of a classic coffee break and how they differ from a telematic coffee break? 

From the results, several things stand out regarding the telematic coffee breaks: most of the respondents do 

not think the fact drinks are served at the same time influences their coffee break experience. However, there 

are hints towards the hot drink augments the coffee break in general. This strongly hints that it’s not the 

temporal part of the hot drinks being served at the same, but instead the fact both parties are currently 

consuming something at the same time - or perhaps that the hot drink is an excuse for informal contact. 

However, the coffee-break plays important roles within rest and downtime and as a break from screens, two 

to three times a workday according to the participants (figure 8). This hints at that a way of experiencing 

togetherness without a screen may be more effective than augmenting a screen-based telematic coffee 

break. Which followed out of some statements participants wrote: “Even uit je werkhouding”, meaning ‘To take 

a short break from your current work location’ or “Even de benen strekken en een gezellig praatje maken”, 

meaning ‘Going for a stroll and chitchatting’. The survey showed that 45% of Employees found it of 

importance to get away from the physical work location. 
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An important part of the coffee ritual seems to be the informal timing of it - it seems to be less rigid than a 

lunch break and the design needs to reflect that in order to effectively enhance the sense of togetherness 

within the office. At its current state, the irregularity and low involvement of colleagues are likely a reason why 

the respondents do not think our concept would bring any benefits to their coffee break. 

  

Figure 6: Pie chart of the answers to question 8; The amount of coffee breaks pre-corona. 

3.1.3 To what extent do people experience togetherness in an online setting compared to an offline setting?”  

The results show that the meaning of togetherness didn’t change due to corona. However, the practice and 

execution of it did change: respondents experience less social cohesion and more functional contact.  

The results show that the meaning of togetherness didn’t change due to corona, before Corona the 

participants gave their break a 6.7 score on average (figure 7). However, the practice and execution of it did 

change: respondents experience less social cohesion and more functional contact. Keeping in mind that 55% 

of our respondents work from home because of COVID-19, 25% doesn’t and 20% does partly, see figure 9. 

While most respondents report a change within coffee break behavior, the difference in perceived quality of 

the coffee break has widened; not every post-corona coffee break seems to be the same which hints at a 

starting point for future research. Loneliness seems to be the primary reason reported for lower quality coffee 

breaks, they had those breaks with two to four colleagues according to figure 8, although only few 

respondents reported the importance of colleagues within their coffee breaks.  

  

Figure 7: Answers on question 4 of survey; The pre-corona coffee experience. 
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Figure 8: Pie chart of the answers to question 9; The daily amount of pre-corona coffee breaks. 

 

Figure 9: Pie chart of the answers to question 10; ‘Are you required to work at home because corona?’ 

3.1.4 "How does the synchronization of a telematic coffee break ritual influence the sense of togetherness experienced 

by Office Employees?” 

In conclusion: the receiving of the drink seems to be of little influence on how the sense of togetherness is 

experienced, but it is the ritual of the low-commitment informal meeting that seems to be the direct cause of 

this feeling. However, this research does point into other directions for the improvement of telematic coffee 

breaks - finding a way to better support the spontaneous nature of coffee breaks in an online context and 

experimenting with ways of engaging in these breaks without the screen based nature. 

The current iteration of Bakkey is proven not to be effective in the task of improving the sense of togetherness 

by office employees, but it has shown effectiveness in exploring other underlying dynamics for future research 

on the topic of togetherness within a digital context. 

4 LIMITATIONS AND IMPLICATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

According to our research it came to light that the office workers didn’t had the need during their telematic 

coffee breaks for a device we prototyped. Or did held a telematic coffee break exactly as intended, except 

without the artifact. For future research it would be recommended to first explore other components of digital 

coffee break rituals to perhaps find ways to impact the ritual more thoroughly. 

4.1 Discussion 

Screen fatigue may play a larger role in our study than earlier expected. The Bakkey heavily relies as a tool to 

improve the on-screen coffee break, but a screenless tool may achieve our primary goals much better. The 

primary goal of the artifact was to achieve a coffee break where the colleagues feel more together by giving 

the coffee at the same time as the waiter/waitress would do in a café or restaurant.  An artifact without the use 

of a screen may allow for the coffee break to be researched independently from the technology of a webcam. 

The sample size of this study was small for the type of study. At N=20, a survey study does not have a high 

validity. Studies with interviews and a higher number of responses may yield more reliable and more-in depth 

answers.   

A more diverse population of respondents may increase the quality of the answers – the current population 

was all Dutch and the largest number of respondents was aged between 46 and 55. This may have 

introduced a selection bias. For a future research study it could be advised to have responses from more age 
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groups as the target group wasn’t just people between the age of 46 and 55 years old and people with 

different backgrounds as they could have other work and work-break rituals. 

The survey was not the best tool for a small sample size like ours. This was a choice made as functional user 

tests became impossible due to COVID-19 lockdown restrictions. However, setting up an online follow-up 

interview may have been a better choice to expand on the answers we have gotten - to get to know the ideas, 

motivations, and thoughts behind the answers. 

Some of the questions may have been directionless for some of the respondents. This gave vague final 

answers, which made it harder to analyze the data in a correct way and eventually to make a good final graph 

or summary. In the future this could be solved by ensuring the questions are mentioned the way we wanted 

by asking the questions first to people in our direct network. As those people are of less importance for filling 

in the survey as they can be biased. 

4.2 Future study 

For future studies, more thorough research on this topic is needed. This research did not yield any immediate 

hints towards a connection between receiving a drink at the same time between two participants, but as this 

study had heavy limitations it is advisable to proceed on researching this aspect of the telematic coffee break, 

amongst other aspects.  
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