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Traditional technological support for sensemaking takes a cognitive perspective, while largely ignoring
people’s struggles with complex emotional landscapes. In this paper, we introduce the concept of personal
investigative sensemaking and a novel browser-based software tool, Genet, that provides behavioral guardrails
and LLM-powered emotion-adaptive sensemaking support to amateur genealogists. We conducted a field
experiment evaluating this system over two weeks with 12 amateur genealogists. Our findings reveal how the
system affected participants’ sensemaking and experiences, and shed light on how AI-powered sensemaking
support could be integrated to facilitate complex sensemaking with diverse user profiles, sensemaking tasks,
and information sources.

1 Introduction
Sensemaking is the process of interpreting the abundant complex information of a situation by
querying and extracting data, developing structured representations, and mapping the data to a
representation to improve understanding of the situation, resolve discrepancies, or answer specific
questions [11, 13–15]. An emerging line of research on sensemaking suggests that sensemaking is
not only a cognitive process, but is also inherently influenced by the sensemaker’s emotional states
and personal experience, situated by the specific context [8, 11, 17, 18]. However, HCI research and
technological support for sensemaking traditionally treat sensemaking only as a cognitive activity,
largely ignoring the emotional aspect of it. This perspective reveals its limits in situations where
the topic personally connects with the sensemaker and/or involves strong emotional reactions,
such as healthcare [2, 7, 12, 21] and crisis [6, 18].

In this study, we focus on how people navigate a complex sensemaking scenario with strong
personal connections and emotions, which we call personal investigative sensemaking or personal
investigation (PI). We focus on the topic of genealogy (family history) for several reasons. First, it
involves various information activities, including information search, synthesis, and production [4,
16, 20]. Second, genealogists often work with structured information like historical documents,
DNAmatches, and family relations, which helps reveal an individual’s sensemaking behavior. Third,
genealogy is a sensitive topic, connecting with one’s self-identity, family dynamics, and cultural
context, which may elicit complex emotions [5, 9, 10, 19, 20].

New AI technologies offer the potential to improve the experiences of genealogists through
human-AI interaction workflows and user interfaces such as chatbots and sidebars. The major
players in the genealogy industry have integrated AI tools to support tasks such as information
search and storytelling [1, 3]. However, little research has examined how the emotional and
sensemaking capabilities of AI could be integrated into technological support for PI, when deep
personal and emotional elements are present in the sensemaking process. To address these gaps, we
built a browser extension called Genet that provides emotion-adaptive suggestions and sensemaking
support interventions powered by LLMs for amateur genealogists to examine how the system
features may affect or facilitate their sensemaking process.
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2 System and Evaluation
The Genet system (see Figure 1) includes a front-end browser extension built with React and back-
end service using the FastAPI framework, a PostgreSQL database, and the Gemini 3.1 Flash-Lite
generative AI model. Genet allows the user to specify a research question about an ancestor, conduct
genealogy research with the emotion-adaptive LLM suggestions, express their feelings during this
process, and log their research progress and the conclusion of a session. In addition, we leveraged
LLMs to transcribe historical documents and generate the summary of a session and open research
questions based on the user’s page visit history, bookmark, and conclusion.

Fig. 1. Diagram of Genet system components and user sensemaking workflow

Evaluating the sensemaking support system as a probe, we conducted a within-subjects field
experiment that included surveys and interviews with 12 amateur genealogists in order to un-
derstand how LLM-powered emotion-adaptive technological support may be applied to personal
investigative sensemaking. Our preliminary findings suggest that a user’s expertise, prior research
progress, and emotional state during genealogy research all affect how they interact with the system.
This requires the system to provide suggestions adaptive to the user’s domain knowledge and
ongoing research progress; accept existing work in the form of family trees, notes, or datasets; and
match the user’s flow regarding the length, frequency, and tone of the LLM suggestions. We believe
that the insights from amateur genealogy generated by this research have broad generalizability to
other complex sensemaking scenarios with similar characteristics, and will dive deeper into the
implication of emotion-adaptive sensemaking support with AI.
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