
Positive Expressive Technologies for
Mental Wellness

Abstract
Following in the positive psychology tradition, this
research aims to provide new insights into the design of
positive expressive technologies for mental wellness. A
collection of artifacts, termed PosiPost is being
developed, enabling users to share positive emotions.
We take an iterative approach to the design process,
analyzing the ways in which different technologies are
developed in order to support the expression and
sharing of positive emotions for augmenting mental
wellness. By taking advantage of technologies’
flexibilities in space and time, the potential for positive
expressive applications to support mental wellness via
low-level access outside of the psychiatrist’s office is
explored.
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Introduction
Within the HCI community, there is a growing
awareness that technologies should be designed to
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appropriately address the complexity of human needs
in order to make a positive contribution to a person’s
wellbeing [7, 11]. However, taking the appropriate
design steps to facilitate these is a complex process. It
requires a thorough understanding of the mechanisms
through which the use of technologies influence
psychological mental health. Methodologies from the
field of HCI offer a valuable starting point for gaining
this understanding, but fall short when it comes to
knowledge in the field of mental care. Clinical
psychology and psychiatry have a long tradition of
dealing with issues and treatment of mental health.
However, they often rely on fixed face-to-face
interactions with patients that have serious diagnosable
mental health conditions. In contrast, communication
technologies such as mobile phones are playing an
increasingly important role in people’s everyday life and
practices. As such, because they are often to hand,
technology-mediated mental wellness interventions
could be easily accessible to everyone. However, to
realize this aim, mobile applications that allow for
mental wellness interventions need to be developed.
Research (e.g. [2, 8, 12]) has shown that expressing
emotions can be beneficial in enhancing wellbeing. In
particular, studies [10, 3] suggest that people can
improve their wellbeing by doing simple exercises that
involve harnessing positive thoughts. However,
examples of applications that provide interactive
experiences that particularly encourage and
communicate predominantly positive emotions to
enhance mental wellbeing are scarce. To begin to
address this issue and get a better understanding of
wellbeing, this research draws from the field of positive
psychology [9], which focuses on wellness as distinct
from illness, and has vastly contributed to the
understanding of positive emotions (e.g. [4]) and the

development of reliable and valid interventions (e.g.
[6]). Building on this knowledge, we seek to
understand how the role of positive emotions can help
in defining the relationship between HCI and mental
care. We have therefore investigated the ways in which
technologies can support the sharing of positive
emotions for mental wellbeing through the
development of a set of computer tools known as
PosiPost.

PosiPost: positive expressive applications
PosiPost is a family of related prototypes that aim to
support positive, social interaction and thereby
augmenting mental wellness. An iterative design
process and studies have resulted in different editions
of PosiPost: I PosiPost (Internet edition, running over a
web page), PosiPost Me (Mobile internet edition) and
PosiPost Be (Bluetooth edition for mobile phones). In all
three systems, users are asked to complete the
sentence “Today, I like” to encourage positive message
postings which are then randomly distributed to other
PosiPost users. The mobile versions of PosiPost allow
users to send, receive and reflect on positive thoughts
at any time and place they wish to do so: PosiPost Me
runs on a smartphone and is an application that uses a
3G connection for the random global distribution of
positive thoughts (fig. 1) and the Bluetooth version of
PosiPost allows the sharing of positive thoughts with
people in close proximity. This reflective interaction
provides an opportunity for users to reactivate the
positive aspects of the emotional experience [8] and
creates an opportunity to re-experience pleasurable
moments through social sharing. The design decisions
during the development of the mobile versions of
PosiPost were informed by prior paper-based and on-
line studies, which showed the potential for a prefix-
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based elicitation of positive emotions [4]. As the prefix
“Today I like” proved most popular, this was
incorporated in the mobile versions.

Figure 1: Sending posipostings and reflecting with the
PosiPost Me application

Data analysis of the postings in previous studies
showed that the deployment of this prefix particularly
triggered positive and situated expressions that are
related to what is happening at that particular moment
in time [5]. The initial studies resulted in the design for
an explicitly mobile tool as these suggested a need to
express positive thoughts at any place and any time.
Although for some users, a positive expressive

application may be more beneficial than to others (e.g.
men, alexithymics, and those high in hostility [12]),
other users might be more motivated to use such a
technology. Therefore, PosiPost is initially aimed to give
any user the opportunity to express and share their
different positive emotions in daily life. Also, in this
way, users get a chance to encounter and share the
widest variety of thoughts. These design decisions
underpin the idea of providing low-level and wide
immediate access as a key element in designing flexible
everyday technologies for mental care.

Discussion and future work
The iterative design process is continuing and new
versions of PosiPost, including a Facebook version are
in development to integrate PosiPost with other social
networking applications. The provision of a range of
technological platforms that people can engage with,
offers users the opportunity to choose from the
technology that best suit their particular needs and
preferences. Furthermore, users can embed these
expressive technologies in their everyday practices.

This work could lead to a more convenient provision of
casual mental health care across different technologies,
which as such could become more easily accessible to
everyone. These different versions will allow the further
investigation of the various ways of sharing positive
thoughts via technology. PosiPost could also potentially
become a tool for psychology researchers in studying
how technology might lower the barriers that prevent
people from engaging in traditional psychotherapy and
possibly reduce stigma.

The beneficial effects of positive emotions and their
disclosure, such as increasing sociability, have been
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extensively studied in the positive psychology literature
[6,9,10]. Based on these studies, positive expressive
technologies such as PosiPost may have a potential
beneficial role in mental health interventions. However,
in-depth studies and combining skills and knowledge
between mental care professionals and HCI experts is
crucial [1] and needed to offer and capitalize on the
benefits such technologies could potentially bring. The
PosiPost applications are a step in this direction.

Acknowledgements
We thank the participants of our studies, Niall Winters
and the London Knowledge Lab for their ongoing
contributions and support.

References
[1] Coyle, D., Doherty, G., Sharry, J. and Matthews, M.
Computers in talk-based mental health interventions.
Interacting with Computers, 19, 4 (2007), 545-562.

[2] Burton C., King L. The health benefits of writing
about intensely positive experiences. Journal of
research in personality, 38, 2 (2004), 150-163.

[3] Emmons, R. and McCullough, M. Counting blessings
versus burdens: an experimental investigation of
gratitude and subject wellbeing in daily life. Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology, 84, 2 (2003),
377–389.

[4] Fredrickson, B. The value of positive emotions.
American Scientist 91 (2003), 330-333.

[5]  Kanis, M. and Brinkman, W.-P. What do people
like? The design of a mobile tool to harness and share

positive thoughts. Proc. of  ECCE’07 (2007), 191-198.

[6] Lyubomirsky, S., Sheldon, K. and Schkade, D.
Pursuing happiness: The architecture of sustainable
change. Review of General Psychology, 9, 2. (2005),
111-131.

[7] Mumford, L. Technics and civilization. Harcourt,
New York (1934).

[8] Pennebaker, J., Zech, E. and Rimé, B. Disclosing
and sharing emotion: Psychological, social and health
consequences. In Stroebe, M., Hansson, R., Stroebe,
W. & Schut, H. ed. Handbook of bereavement research:
Consequences, coping, and care. American
Psychological Association, Washington (2001), 517-
544.

[9] Seligman, M. and Csikszentmihalyi, M. Positive
Psychology: An Introduction. American Psychologist,
55, 1 (2005), 5-14.

[10] Seligman, M., Steen, T., Park, N. and Peterson, C.
Positive Psychology Progress: Emperical Validation of
Interventions. American Psychologist, 60, 5 (2000)
410– 421.

[11] Shneiderman, B. Leonardo's laptop: human needs
and the new computing technologies. MIT Press,
Cambridge, Massachusetts (2002).

[12] Smyth, J. Written Emotional Expression: Effect
Sizes, Outcome types, and Moderating Variables.
Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 66, 1
(1998) 174-184


