
 

 

 

 

 

CAN COMBINING TECHNOLOGY AND PARTICIPATION  

WITHIN ART CONTRIBUTE TO CREATING A  

POSITIVE SOCIAL IMPACT? 

 

SIMONE CHRISTINA ELLIOT 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

University of Abertay Dundee 

School of Arts, Media and Computer Games 

April 2015 

 

 

 



University of Abertay Dundee 

 

 

Declaration 

 

 

Author: Simone Elliot  

 

Title: Can combining technology and participation within art 

contribute to creating a positive social impact? 

 

 

 

Qualification sought: BA (Hons) Visual Communication and 

Media Design 

 

Year: 2015 

 

 

I. I certify that the above mentioned project is my original work 
 

II. I agree that this dissertation may be reproduced, stored or transmitted, in 

any form and by any means without the prior written consent of the 

undersigned. 
 

 

 

 

Signature …………………………………………………………………………………………………. 

 

Date ………………………………………………………………………………………………….……… 

 



University of Abertay Dundee Permission To Copy 

Author:  Simone Elliot 

Title:  Can combining technology and participation within art contribute to creating a positive 

social impact? 

Qualification:  BA (Hons) Visual Communication and Media Design 

Date of Submission:  

* I agree that a copy may be made of the whole or any part of the above- 

mentioned project report without further reference to the undersigned 

or 

* A copy shall not be made of the whole or any part of the above 

mentioned project report without the written consent of the undersigned. 

(* Please strike out whichever does not apply) 

Signature: 

Address: 

Date: 

 

 

 

 



Abstract 

Reports of unhappiness within society at time of writing show that people are not engaging in 

positive psychology techniques which are confirmed to improve happiness (Lyubomirsky, Sheldon 

and Schkade 2005, cited in Sosik and Cosley 2014).  Technology and social media use is on the rise 

and this research aims to explore whether using such platforms can engage people in these activities 

and therefore contribute to positive impact.  David Gauntlett (2011) and Pat Kane’s (1997) theories 

about society becoming more participatory are studied and these findings shape the creative 

outcome.   

Contextual research informs the development of interactions and the practise based process to 

create art pieces.  Community engagement art is looked at for concepts of participation, as is the 

differing views of social media - to ensure a positive impact is made.  Gratitude, specifically, will be 

expressed by participants to encourage positive feeling and impact.  

Proof of concept takes place through a week of participants engaging in the ‘Gratitude Week’ and 

feedback is analysed.  Participants reacted in a positive manner after engaging in a week of gratitude 

expressing.  A response is made to create a conversation between artist and participant and this 

involvement in the process is proposed to create more of an impact than non-participatory art.  The 

concept is further developed but this time using more relevant technologies to motivate people to 

engage.    

This research will be potentially illuminating for community engagement and participation artists and 

the knowledge accumulated could even be applied within different unrelated social sectors. 
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1.0 Introduction 

 

 

At time of writing, community engagement projects and participation art are concepts which 

are becoming more popular and further explored.  The lines between curator, artist and 

viewer are becoming blurred due to viewers or participators having influence in the direction 

of new art projects.  It is an age of "transforming people from passive onlookers into engaged 

participants" (Brown 2009, p.145).   

However, it appears that despite society’s growing involvement in art and culture, priorities do 

not lie in keeping track of happiness and well-being.  Numbers of diagnosed depression are rising 

(SSentif 2012) along with suicide (Befrienders Worldwide 2015) and anxiety (Twenge 2000) 

which suggest that “as happiness researchers have found, people are very bad at predicting what 

will actually make them happy” (Gauntlett 2011, p.116). 

This research endeavours to explore the benefits of having participants involved in the 

creation of art and analysing whether this further engages them – compared to the traditional 

‘viewer’ of art - forming a better understanding of the messages interlinked in the art.  It shall 

be explored if communication between artist and participant prompts participants to absorb 

the messages of the art more.  Do interactions between artist and participant become “an 

integral part of the work itself” (Kester 2004, p.8)?  Different perspectives from participants 

can bring about a variety of unique ideas and opinions. 

Technology and social media platforms are highlighted within this research as being a possible 

appropriate medium to connect to people through.  This is because advancing technology has 

in extension led to many people regularly using social media, applications and other forms of 

engagement. 

During the participation, this research strives to analyse the potential of expressing gratitude 

and what effect this has on mood and perspective.  Recently there have been more studies on 
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the positive effects of gratitude however “A distinguished emotions researcher recently 

commented that if a prize were to be given most neglected by psychologists, gratitude would 

surely be among the contenders.” (Emmons 2004, p.3) 

Nonetheless the research that exists shows that “both self-esteem and gratitude have been 

identified as protective and beneficial factors for mental health” (Emmons and McCulloch 

2003, cited in Aten et al. 2012). 

The overall aim of this project and research is to create interesting art works incorporating 

technology that represent the gratitude expressed by participants.  The engagement should 

achieve a positive reaction from them.   
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2.0 Contextual Review 

 

2.1 Lack of Well-being 

At time of writing, reports such as the SSentif press release (2012) and Aviva’s Health Check 

Report (2014) show the rates of suicides, depression, anxiety and general unhappiness are 

growing alongside the rapid rate that technology is advancing and becoming a more integral 

part of our lives.  As Dr Gemma Trainor, a nurse consultant at Greater Manchester Mental 

Health Trust says: “The increase in school-age children presenting depression is a particularly 

worrying phenomenon” (Smyth 2014). Dr Doug Wright, Medical Director of Aviva UK Health 

found from his Health Check Report (2014) that stress and anxiety are increasingly affecting 

the nation and nearly a third (31%) of UK adults have experienced a mental health condition.  

Despite this, theory suggests that if you are unhappy you can weave deliberate mood-

enhancing activities regularly into your life to change your mood positively (Lyubomirsky, 

Sheldon and Schkade 2005, cited in Sosik and Cosley 2014).  

Positive psychology is an emerging research area and techniques and activities focussed on 

increasing happiness contrast with the current focus on treating mental illness (Munson et al. 

2010). The lack of well-being at time of writing suggests that positive psychology techniques are 

not widely used and therefore there is a lack of communication or miscommunication or 

disinterest in this message.  Is it that these messages are not even being attempted to be 

communicated or that through irrelevant techniques and technologies people are not engaging 

with them?  With the current taboo (New Scientist 2013) surrounding mental health perhaps 

there is a slight discomfort in participating in activities connected to emotions and well-being.  

A solution to this, this research proposes, is to reach many people with an open enlightening 

message and invitation to engage - to dispense any feelings of uneasiness. 

http://www.tandfonline.com.libproxy.abertay.ac.uk/doi/full/10.1080/17439760.2014.910826#CIT0015
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Happiness has an almost domino effect on other aspects of your life - “supporting better social 

relationships, work performance, and physical health” (Lyubomirsky, King and Diener 2005, 

cited in Sosik and Cosley 2014, p.428).   This implies that happiness creates stronger 

connections in our relationships with each other. 

 

2.2 Dystopian View of Technology and Social Connecting 

Advancing technologies have led to frequent online activity and mobile technology use 

becoming an essential way of connecting and coordinating (Nominet Trust 2011). Social media 

use is only increasing - “a recent Pew Internet survey from the United States discovered that 

81% of teens with internet access were regularly using Facebook” (Madden et al. 2013, cited in 

Allen et al. 2014, p.19). With increasingly impressive mobile applications being created we can 

now engage with technology on the move - regardless of location.   Sherry Turkle (1995, p.22) 

has a rather dystopian view on what this could be doing to society, advising that “these 

relationships with our computers are changing the way we think and feel.” 

Her opinions are somewhat echoed in the media (Levitin 2015; Nelson 2014; Kleinman 2013) - 

including messages that social media and too much time online can cause loneliness (Novick 

2012).  Sherry Turkle discusses her concerns and theories about intense technology use and 

the relationships that are being formed with computers.  Through her extensive research she 

theorises that “Some people are captured by virtual worlds that appear to be unsullied by the 

messiness of the real.” (1995, p. 30) and this could lead to society becoming disappointed with 

their real lives and engaging in less risk-taking (2011).  Turkle (2011) discusses the developing 

online urge to feel constantly in control and she speculates that we stay online to avoid 

loneliness.  An illusion of constant control cannot always be transferred to the unpredictability 

of real life and it is difficult to stay in constant company and so as a result this could negatively 

affect well-being. 

http://www.tandfonline.com.libproxy.abertay.ac.uk/doi/full/10.1080/17439760.2014.910826#CIT0013
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Social media can be a place of identity exploration (Larson 2000, cited in Hagell, Peck and 

Zarrett 2012) for many adolescents and this sometimes leads to unwanted audiences for 

specific posts or personal information.  Online privacy concerns 89% of British consumers a 

recent study states (Moth 2014). 

In ‘Alone Together’, Turkle talks about online confession and uses the example of a website 

called ‘PostSecret’ and mentions how worrying it is that “the notion that you can deal with 

feelings without dealing directly with a person.” (2011, p.231) seems to be a common train of 

thought between members.  She also notices that being online can fill a gap for people who 

are afraid of intimacy but cannot bear to be alone.  Through compulsive computer use we 

could all start to take less risks in real life because we have the safety net of online 

‘relationships’.  Humans need an element of intimacy in their lives to sustain their well-being 

(Thieme et al. 2012) and if they are not receiving this it could impact negatively on their 

happiness. 

Turkle (2011) believes that over-use of technology can lead to a lack of empathy and that we 

now are on our devices so often that we are often not “present” in the existing moment, 

experiencing life.  The constant access to technology also conditions us to continuously be 

engaging with it and is lessening the time we use to just relax and disengage - which is a 

valuable part of well-being (Hagell, Peck and Zarrett 2012). 

In a study particularly focussed on online tools and to what extent they connect us (Allen et al. 

2014) it was found that their use could lead to feelings of loneliness and ostracism and the 

term ‘cyberostracism’ has developed from this.  Feeling left-out, being blocked or excluded 

from certain groups can be as hurtful as real life (Allen et al. 2014).  If these exclusions were to 

take place publicly online - where others could see it too, it would perhaps be humiliating as 

well as hurtful and negatively impact well-being. Furthermore, the research shows that it is 

mostly lonely people (Bonetti et al. 2010, cited in Allen et al. 2014) who communicate online 
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(because they feel more comfortable than when face-to-face) to feel part of a group and they 

could be particularly vulnerable to negative feelings. 

If, as is the aim of the practical side of this project, a positive impact were to be felt by people 

using social media and technology engagement, these negative outcomes would have to be 

considered and avoided in the process.  The positive impact could be dependent on the length 

of time these activities would take and what exactly the activities would be.  If the activities 

are not obsessively frequent, structured and of a positive nature they could have a positive 

impact.  Anonymity and sharing of information would be another subject to consider that 

could prevent positive impact if not contemplated. 

As Howard-Jones (2010 p.65) advises “It is unwise to judge any type of technology as 

inherently good or bad. Rather, its value depends upon how it is used (by who, when and what 

for).” 

 

2.3 Possible Advantages of Technology and Social Connecting 

Baumeister and Leary (1995, cited in Allen et al. 2014 p.19) describe people as “possessing an 

innate psychological drive to belong to groups and take part in meaningful social interactions”, 

and that “belongingness can be almost as compelling a need as food” (1995, cited in Allen et 

al. 2014 p.19). A feeling of belonging and social connections have a positive effect on many 

aspects of life such as levels of anxiety, loneliness and depression (Caplan 2003, cited in Allen 

et al. 2014). 

“Given that a sense of belonging represents the extent to which one feels that one is a part of 

one or more social groups (Quinn and Oldmeadow 2013), it is sensible that belonging may be 

fostered through digital mediums” (Allen et al. 2014 p.21). Online tools and social media could 

not only potentially contribute to our feeling of belonging - especially for the lonely and shy 
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who could use the opportunities from tools online to communicate with new people and 

expand their friend group - but also for intensifying their current friendships through that 

constant option of communication through technology no matter the distance between 

friends. 

Turkle (1995) also observed that people tend to feel more outgoing online.  Low self-esteem 

and shyness could be counteracted by positive open communications online.  Simultaneously 

though, this could lead to people feeling disappointed when face-to-face communications 

don’t go as smoothly as a result of anxiety and uncomfortableness. 

 

2.4 Community Engagement Arts 

Swindells et al. directed an arts-based research community art project which evoked “a sense 

of purposeful occupation, cognitive and creative challenge and opportunities for autonomous 

self-expression and heightened concentration (flow).” in participants (2013, p.60).  Many 

reported that the continual engagement was vital to their psychological well-being.   

Taking part in a creative community engagement project can give participants a sense of 

purpose (Swindells et al. 2013) and hypothetically within a positive environment this could 

build value and belief in one’s ideas.  Another similar study (Phinney, Moody and Small 2014, 

p.336) with seniors resulted in participants feeling “improvement in perceived overall health, 

experience of pain, and sense of community.”  However there seems to be a lack of 

community engagement activities that focus on promoting well-being and this research aims 

to show that it is an area that could be beneficial to be explored. 
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2.5 A need for more Interactive Messages of Well-being? 

Increase in diagnosed depression and rising rates of suicide act as evidence that most people 

do not practice positive psychology activities that are shown to improve happiness.  This 

implies that existing messages and campaigns concerning happiness and well-being are either 

miscommunicating, not being communicated in the most appropriate manner or that society 

just has no interest in this subject. 

From Gauntlett’s perspective it appears that society has made a “shift away from a ‘sit back 

and be told’ culture towards a more of a ‘making and doing’ culture” (2011, p.8).  Therefore it 

could be evident that a shift in the approaches to communicating positive and well-being 

messages is necessary – to a manner that fits the shift in culture. 

Figure 1 - Lego Serious Play (Gauntlett 2007). 

 

“Lego Play” is a concept developed by David Gauntlett which involves adults using Lego to 

open their minds to explore their personal identities and use the visual and making element of 
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the Lego to generate new thoughts and ideas.  He believes that making things and being 

creative can bring people together (2011).  This supports the premise of this research– that 

people are now more inclined to get involved and see the benefits.  Gauntlett says “happiness 

does not follow from passive participation” (2011, p. 125).   

Pat Kane (1997) has similar ideas he has termed the ‘Play Ethic’ which is a concept that 

contrasts with ‘work ethic’ in that play ethic encourages people to be free, creative and active 

rather than passive.  He theorises that this type of mind-set forms “better memory, sharper  

Figure 2 - Wall quote of ‘The Play Ethic’ (Kane 2012). 

reasoning and more optimism about the future” [no date].  This philosophy Kane reveals, can 

initiate people to be more in touch with their passions and give them a fresh perspective.  

San Francisco Museum of Modern Art (SFMOMA) curator Rudolf Frieling (Pollack 2011) partly 

credits new social media platforms like Facebook and Twitter for encouraging people to get 

more involved. 

It has been theorised that culture affects art but maybe art affects culture also – “it is about 

the way in which visual culture produces and reproduces society, as well as the ways in which 

identities and positions within society may be contested and challenged”  (Barnard 1998, 

p.18). This brings about questions on whether, more traditional and print-based mediums such 
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as posters, billboards and leaflets have become obsolete when technology is evolving rapidly 

and becoming an integral part of our lives. 

 

2.6 Two-way Communication within Community Art 

Technologies are now available that enable people to share, connect and communicate with 

people and as a result contemporary society has become more participatory.  More artists as 

well as commercial companies are taking an approach of inviting people to contribute, “they 

place more power in the hands of individuals, and in doing so enable two-way communication 

– real, human conversations. They make it easier than ever for organisations and governments 

to talk to the people; but they also let the people talk back, and talk to each other” (Gibson et 

al. 2009, p.12). 

Community engagement art and online interaction are now moving in a direction where 

individuals can interact with and sometimes affect the direction of the piece - but also more  

 Figure 3 - Multiple Shadow House (Eliasson 2010). 
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and more frequently the artist is responding to the participant’s response.  Olafur Eliasson’s 

‘Multiple Shadow House’ (2010) includes a piece where the public can see their shadow 

divided into colour spectrums and the response was very positive.  It invited people to interact 

with the piece and Eliasson responded with the beautiful colour spectrum shadows.  The 

whole experience creates a visual conversation between artist and individuals so that it 

becomes more engaging than a piece in which only the artist communicates.  This is because 

the audience have to engage and interact with it for the ‘art’ to even exist.  

A further example of this communication between artist and individual is “What Made Me” a 

piece by Dorota Grabkowska and Kuba Kolec (2012).  This interactive piece asks the individual 

five questions starting with “What made you?” and assigns a coloured piece of string for each 

question.  Answering the question is achieved by leading the string to all the appropriate 

answers.  The piece then becomes data visualisation representative of the individual and group 

of individuals who have participated. 

Figures 4,5 and 6 - What Made Me (Grabkowska, D. and Kolec, K. 2012). 
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Here the artist sets up and curates questions for the individuals to answer which will make 

them reflect on their lives.  The artist’s reply could be seen as the visualisation of the 

participant’s answers and representation of their life.  This may even inform the participant of 

some new information about themselves and prompt them to think about experiences they 

may not have recently thought about.  An engaging experience like this that causes the 

participant to really think about events and feelings may well have more of an impact on a 

participant than a less personal and more detached piece of art. 

Howard-Jones (2010) believes that for technology mediated social engagement to increase 

well-being it has to further cultivate existing relationships.  It should also support 

communications in these existing relationships in a meaningful manner.  This means the 

interactions with technology should be about people, connections and communication with 

others to be the most effective in positive social impact.  

 

2.7 Gratitude 

Research shows that “both self-esteem and gratitude have been identified as protective and 

beneficial factors for mental health” (Emmons and McCulloch 2003, cited in Aten et al. 2012).  

Vermeeren (2013) states that although people may feel doubtful when told that a simple 

change in thinking can create such a positive effect on their lives, gratitude can give us a 

perspective on what is important and remind us to live in and appreciate the moment.  He also 

reports health benefits such as a stronger immune system, reducing stress and depression, a 

better ability to cope during difficult experiences and better over-all well-being. 

Youtube channel Soul Pancake’s video “An experiment in gratitude” (2013) shows the positive 

effect on participants after they describe someone who is important and influential to them in 
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their lives and then are asked by Soul Pancake to phone their chosen person and tell them 

about this. 

The participants are given a questionnaire that determines their level of happiness before and 

after expressing their gratitude to their chosen person, and all participants have a rise in 

happiness levels afterwards.  Watching the video their smiling facial expressions demonstrate 

this positive effect and some even get emotional as they talk about how grateful they are that 

their person is a part of their lives. 

 

Figure 7 - The Science of Happiness – An Experiment in Gratitude (Bernstein, M. and Pittman, M 2013). 
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2.8 Existing use of Technology for Positive Social Change 

Finding examples of new technologies being used in a positive manner for social change or 

impact is difficult which suggests that there is not a great deal of this kind of work currently 

being experienced by the public.  Munson et al. created an application designed to involve 

people in a ‘Three Good Things’ activity on Facebook (2010) and their findings are very 

informing for the direction of this project.  The participants found the application handy as 

they were already frequent users of Facebook and different options of privacies were used 

depending on the content of their ‘good things’.  The general opinion was that more privacy 

options were wanted.  Users were worried about cluttering up others home pages with posts 

they presumed their Facebook friends would consider irrelevant or uninteresting and so for an 

online application like this that is to be used frequently, an option to choose who sees what 

posts could contribute to participant’s positive experience of the intervention. 

Figure 8 - Good Things application (Munson et. al 2010). 

 

On existing Facebook ‘Three Good Things’ group pages Munson et al.  found that the 

communities are very supportive and encouraging – often commenting on each other’s posts 

and asking each other how their day has been – and so Munson et al. hypothesised that their 

application, through trying to create a similar community, could inforce the habit of posting 
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through positive comment interactions and encouragement to keep posting from other users 

(2010). 

Users who noticed the notifications prompting them to continue using the application (some 

users didn’t notice these notifications) found them useful but participants did not like the idea 

of prompting others to keep participating.  This suggests online engagement in positive 

interventions has the advantage of ‘notifications’ or ‘prompts’ to continue the participation 

compared to offline involvement.  Furthermore, being part of a community – and being able to 

become part of an online community taking part in the same activity – and receiving 

comments and encouragement could be incentives themselves to continue taking part.  The 

participants also enjoyed reading each other’s posts which could contribute to the positive 

impact and continual engagement. 

After noting that a particular difficulty in employing positive interventions is sustaining the 

engagement and keeping people interested, Sosik and Cosley conducted a one week 

experiment utilising a Facebook application (2014) that prompted people to engage in six 

positive psychology activities.  To evaluate the most effective quantity of prompted 

engagement, different participants had different frequencies of activities they were asked to 

do per day.  They explored whether content on Facebook was relevant in aiding the responses 

to the application and if Facebook kept people engaged with the application and activities. 

Sosik and Cosley mention that despite technology use now expanding in conjunction with 

physical health, there is not as much of a variety in technology for mental health and well-

being (2014).  This highlights a possible area of research and experimentation that this 

research attempts to address. 

Content on Facebook tends to be expressions of a positive nature rather than negative (Cosley 

et al. 2012, cited in Sosik and Cosley 2014), much of it reflects our close relationships (Sosik, 

Zhao and Cosley 2012, cited in Sosik and Cosley 2014), and can provoke reminiscing (Cosley et 

http://www.tandfonline.com.libproxy.abertay.ac.uk/doi/full/10.1080/17439760.2014.910826#CIT0004
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al 2012 cited in Sosik and Cosley 2014) all of which could contribute to the positive mood of 

the activities. 

Sosik and Cosley focussed on the levels of engagement rather than the positive effect on the 

participants so that they could realise the best approaches to engaging for activities of this 

nature (2014).  The open-ended responses from the participants were mainly positive and it 

was mentioned that the notifications were helpful in reminding participants to take part and 

that it was easy to engage in as participants were regular Facebook users anyhow. 

It was found that the participants that found the content useful and that had to complete 

activities less frequently engaged more often.  ‘The Gratitude Journal’ was the most completed 

activity which Sosik and Cosley theorise as being because it was self-directed and didn’t need 

to be shared.  They conclude their findings by saying that “Effectively using technologies in 

deploying positive intervention activities will require considering these usage, technical, and 

social issues” (2014, p.433). 

‘100 Happy Days’ (2013) used social media platforms (mainly Facebook, Instagram and Twitter) 

and invited people to post something that made them happy every day for one hundred days – 

usually with a photo and a ‘100happydays’ hashtag.  On the website it states that 71% of  

Figure 9 - 100 Happy Days (2013 100 Happy Days). 

http://www.tandfonline.com.libproxy.abertay.ac.uk/doi/full/10.1080/17439760.2014.910826#CIT0004
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people didn’t continue the activity until the end with the main reason being that they didn’t 

have enough time.  This shows that although everyone wants to be happy, some are unwilling 

to make the time needed to practice positive psychology techniques. 

 

Figure 10 - Happiness is a dog who loves you. #100 Happydays (Gifford, K. L. 2014). 

 

The website reveals that despite this, the people that have persevered have experienced 

better moods, felt more grateful and optimistic, received more compliments, started noticing 

the smaller things and even fallen in love (100 Happy Days 2013). 
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Figure 11 - We Feel Fine (Harris, J. and Kamvar, S. [no date]). 

 

Wefeelfine.org is a website that picks up the general ‘feelings’ of people by tracing “I feel” or “I 

am feeling” written on blogs and organises a particle system to represent the traced posts.  It 

acts as an ever-changing infographic and artwork that everyone can contribute to.  It shows 

the tracked posts in many different ways - including with images added - and can determine, 

most of the time, information like location and gender of the author.  The option of anonymity 

suggests that people on occasion like to disassociate themselves with their feelings, but at 

least unburden themselves over the internet – almost like a digital diary. 

Technological advancements offer new ways to communicate with people and “It’s all about 

communication. Communication is fundamental to our society, and to creating change in it. 

We all need to get and share information, start conversations, tell stories, work together, 

promote our ideas, influence others. Good communication can change lives, stop wars and 

elect presidents; bad communication can start arguments, waste resources and even cost 

lives” (Gibson et al. 2009). 
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3.0 Methodology 

 

This research aims to explore interactive and participatory methods and how they could create 

successful positive participant engagement.  The main methods used were: 

 

1. Secondary source research 

2. An art intervention:  The Gratitude Jar 

3. Practice-based iterative making and experimenting 

 

3.1 Catalyst for creating Gratitude Jar 

During the ‘Curate the Campus’ exhibition held at Abertay University, a project encouraging 

people to see the good characteristics in each other while being displayed received some  

Figures 12, 13 and 14 - Spread a Smile – Characteristics Project (Author 2014). 
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negative, disinterested feedback.  Beside a video showing participants of the project’s 

reactions to seeing their representations for the first time, post-it notes were left asking 

passers-by to voluntarily write how the project made them feel.  Most of the comments were 

mocking or of disinterest.  This was held in a corridor in the university where students would 

pass through so it can be assumed that it was written mostly by young adult students. 

The feedback showed some indifferent attitudes to this type of well-being research and 

illuminated an opportunity to find ways of creating more interest. 

 

3.2 Secondary Source Research 

Research included critically examining social interaction with technology and examples of 

existing techniques that involve participants in self-reflection and positive community 

engagement.  This was explored to achieve an understanding through literature and existing 

pieces to avoid dystopian views and effects of technology use.  Evaluations of engagement in 

existing positive psychology interventions were looked at to inform the development of this 

research. 

Visual representations for the Gratitude Jar week developed into data visualisation ideas and 

research into data visualisation and infographic art pieces informed the direction of these. 

Following the decision to include a light installation in the interactive piece of the Gratitude Jar 

research into light installations ensued and were recorded and analysed on the project blog.  

Light in general has positive connotations of ‘goodness’ and ‘happiness’ and so it seemed 

fitting for the optimistic mood of this project. Tracey Emin’s powerful, honest and personal 
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works using neon lights provoked this new direction to the project and prompted a very 

experimental and iterative development to the final outcome. 

Figure 15 and 16 - It’s not me that’s crying – it’s my soul (Emin 1996), Gratitude Jar – Feelings (Author 

2015).                                                                                                        

3.3 Art Intervention:  The Gratitude Jar 

The Gratitude Jar was an art intervention asking people to participate in a week of daily 

reflecting on the good things that happened or that they were thankful for and emailing them 

in. 

It was important for the initial part of this research to first create and invite people into a 

trusting community environment so that they would feel they could be open and honest when 

emailing in their ‘gratitudes’ for the week. This is so that they could feel the anticipated 

benefits of engaging in this positive activity.   

Through ‘Creative Dundee’ and the ‘STV Dundee’ website – both of which are generally trusted 

organisations within the area – people were invited to participate.  Regular communications to  
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Figure 17 - The Gratitude Jar – People Needed (Easson and Author 2014). 

participants throughout their involvement ensued, to further the trusting setting and requests 

for anonymity had to be considered and respected. 

For positive impact to occur it was vital that no offence or negative feelings were to be felt by 

participants during communications. 

To help evaluate the effect on participant’s mood after engaging in the Gratitude week they 

were asked how they felt previous to taking part and then after.  The data collected included 

the ‘gratitudes’ that they were willing to share and their moods before and after. 

 

3.4 Practice-based Iterative Making and Experimenting 

The practice-based making of visuals to represent the participant’s daily responses became 

very experimental and many different outcomes were considered and explored.  These 

experiments can be found on the project blog alongside constant critical analysis of the most 

fitting end outcome.  An artists response to the data collected from the original Gratitude Jar 
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experiment was decided on in addition to an interactive piece to be held during the final 

exposition. 

The visuals representing the Gratitude Jar week developed into data visualisation ideas after 

the data collected was grouped into categories.  The ‘What Made Me’ piece inspired using 

more traditional methods – thread – and each participant was made a visual representation of 

the categories that their daily ‘gratitudes’ could fit into. 

Figure 18 - The Gratitude Jar – Data Visualisation (Author 2015). 

Visually representing each participant’s responses aided in looking at what the participants 

were mostly thankful for and each participant has a completely unique visual. 

The interactive Gratitude Jar which will light up a neon light whenever a certain hashtag is 

used on twitter (along with a tweet describing that volunteer’s ‘gratitudes’ for that day) tries 

to encourage people to get involved with using gratitude as a positive psychology activity.  

Social media was chosen as the platform for this due to the regular use within society at time 
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of writing and ease of use.  Reading of journals, theories and looking at successful and similar 

interactive projects has informed this part of the final outcome for maximum engagement and 

positive impact. 

Using experimental methods of creation happened as result of research into the theories of 

Pat Kane and David Gauntlett. They suggest that this open approach can inspire innovative 

outcomes. 

 

3.5 Data Collection/Analysis 

The gratitudes were compiled into different ‘life categories’ to further assess what things the 

participants were most thankful for, and the feelings before and after the experiment were 

compared.   

The category that the ‘gratitudes’ came under the most overall was ‘The simple things’ 

followed by ‘Increasing knowledge/Personal growth’ and thirdly ‘Family’.  Surprisingly, 

‘Love/Partners’ was the second least used category, however this could be due to the small 

group of participants.  By making the visual representations of each participant it can be 

visualised what they were thankful for most during the week.  Emails of encouragement to 

complete the week were communicated almost daily to most participants – almost like digital  

Figure 19 - Gratitude Jar participant email (Anon. 2014). 
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‘notifications’.  The experience with unbiased, diverse participants informed the art-making 

response and highlighted the obstacles and opportunities that are presented with participants 

and social engagement. 

Responses from participants were all positive with some even sending Tweets and messages 

about the experience changing the way they were thinking.   

Figure 20 - Facebook message participant response (Anon 2014). 

 

Figure 21 - Participant Tweet response (Anon 2014). 

 

Data analysis involved looking at the language used within the emails expressing gratitude and 

how often words were used.  Females appeared to be thanked more than males and words 

such as ‘work’, ‘time’ and ‘eat’ were used often.  ‘Work’ being used often shows how much of 

a consuming part of our lives our careers are, ‘time’ could show that people value their time 

and ‘eat’ - representing a basic human need – confirms appreciating the small things. 

Looking at the way people felt before compared to the way people felt after was interesting 

and contributed to backing up the many theories that suggest that expressing gratitude has a 
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positive effect on mood and well-being.  Most of the words used previous to engaging with the 

project have a theme of feeling stressed, busy and hassled whereas afterwards the feelings 

illustrate a more contented and happy mind. 

The most used words before the Gratitude Week were ‘tired’, ‘stressed’, ‘anxious’ and - 

contradicting the negativity of most of these words – ‘optimistic’.  Could this be because 

participants felt optimistic about the suggested effects of taking part?  ‘Happy/happier’, 

‘hopeful’, ‘thankful’ and ‘appreciative’ were most frequently used after taking part. 

This method was integrated in the process as a means of determining if being thankful for a 

week did have a positive effect on a diverse group of people. 
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4.0 Final Artefacts and Findings 

 

There are two parts to the final artefact of this project: one being visual responses to the 

participation in the Gratitude Jar Week and the second an interactive piece using social media 

as a platform to involve people in expressing gratitude.  To encourage people to interact and 

tweet about what they are thankful for, the real-time ‘reward’ will be a LED light flashing on 

and their tweet being shown on a monitor. 

Figures 22, 23 and 24 – Development of Interactive Gratitude Jar (Author 2015). 
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4.1 Research 

 

There were a few areas of research to be explored during this project: social media use, 

positive psychology activities and art and engagement.  Taking into account the negative views 

of using social media, it had to be considered carefully on how best to utilise it while still 

encouraging a positive social impact.  Research into the advantages and possible 

disadvantages of social media use informed the development of the interactive section of the 

final artefact by analysing aspects such as how people use social media and time spent on 

social media and the effects. 

Research into using social media and applications for positive activities showed that there are 

not many existing in relation to aiding healthy well-being. 

Looking at successful positive psychology activities informed and inspired the Gratitude Week 

which took place as a possible proof of concept.  Data was collected from this practical 

experiment and the responses from participants were analysed. 

Art and engagement techniques were explored to initiate ideas for the iterative experimental 

practical work.  Study into different approaches of data visualisation began, following the 

artists ‘response’ concept developing from the Gratitude Week. 

 

4.2 Disinterest in Well-being and Positive Psychology 

This research found that positive psychology and gratitude is actually a growing area of 

research however the negative responses to the Curate the Campus project and growing 

reports of unhappiness suggest that people are not engaging in these positive behaviours.  

75% of people in a survey say bettering their weaknesses is more important than nurturing 
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their strengths (Harvard Magazine 2007) so it seems focussing on negatives is a habit the 

majority of people have.  An aim of this research is to create an interest in engaging with these 

types of activities through methods which fit culture at time of writing. 

People who didn’t complete “100 Happy Days” mostly stated their reason as being that they 

didn’t have enough time and the overall mood of the feelings before participating in the 

Gratitude Week were of being busy and lacking in time to relax.  This suggests that if people 

were to see the positive effects from engaging in positive psychology and expressing gratitude 

that they would perhaps be more inclined to make time.  Perhaps people expect happiness to 

be instant and easy rather than a working progress.  Three quarters of people in the Harvard 

survey admitted to focussing on the negatives of themselves rather than the positives 

therefore it is probable that positive psychology habits can be hard to build. 

This research only creates short-term engagements with participants so for future work this 

could be explored further with more frequent engagements.  Nonetheless feedback was 

positive after the Gratitude week.  A comments jar will be left at the interactive ‘Gratitude Jar’ 

so that participants can leave feedback and this will be looked at for possible future work. 

 

4.3 Artistic Response to Gratitude Week 

The original intent of the practical direction of this research was to involve the participants of 

the Gratitude Week in the process of the art-making and trying to create an art community.  

However it was predicted to be challenging guiding the direction and organisation of this - 

especially since some participants had unexpectedly asked to remain anonymous during their 

experience. 

An intention of this research is to encourage people to celebrate individuality and so it was 

decided that unique visual representations of each participant’s experience would be created.  
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Visual research into data visualisation and infographics moulded the development of the final 

images. 

The final images act not only as abstract data visualisation but also a representation of each 

participant’s unique week and responses. 

 

4.4 Interactive Gratitude Jar 

Research and starting to contextualise the project within society highlighted a different 

solution to the research aim - taking the work from traditional mediums to digital and 

interactive.  This seemed to better fit the purpose of this project in engaging people with a 

subject they may be uninterested in and unfamiliar with.  Currently technology use is a 

conventional part of life in developed countries and so it should be relatively effortless for 

people to engage with. 

‘Hashtagging’ or ‘tagging’ is a concept online that assembles posts of the same nature and 

subject together for easy perusing on the internet.  Twitter created ‘hashtagging’ so that 

tweets about the same things could be looked at together.  This function appeared to be a 

handy tool to create a community of posts about gratitude that this project could utilise.  

Figure 25 – Pinterest Test (Author 2015). 
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Originally Pinterest was the chosen platform to connect people to the purpose of this project, 

using hashtags and photographs to express gratitude.  Twitter, however - where the hashtag 

originated - was desired more as the platform to use because of more users (Digital Marketing 

Stats 2015) and this allows for the photograph to be optional (Pinterest is all photographs).  

Some participants may want to engage in the project quickly and effortlessly, so Twitter 

seemed the more suited platform for this engagement. 

Considering the opportunity for communication that social media presents, the idea of 

responding to participants was relevant and they then could receive some kind of ‘reward’ or 

communication for participating.  This was hoped could reinforce the notion that engaging in 

positive psychology is self-beneficial.   

The Raspberry Pi was highlighted as an appropriate platform that could scan Twitter for 

specific hashtags and then do something in response to when it detected these.  Research into 

the possibilities a Raspberry Pi presented began and an LED lighting as the tweets were tracked 

was decided on.   This response to their tweet being tracked should give the participant a 

sense of achievement for taking part and encourage more of this behaviour. 

Analysis on the effects of engaging in this part of the project cannot happen within this 

investigation as this will take place in the exposition where a ‘comment jar’ will be left for 

feedback. 

 

4.5 Participating 

 

In the contextual review and looking at participation and technology today it became clear that 

as David Gauntlett expresses, society is becoming more active in participation and having an 

influence on art as well as other industries.  The Gratitude Week heavily relied on the 

participant’s responses otherwise there would be no art or interaction, and the artworks act as 
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responses to the participants.  The interactive Gratitude Jar will respond only when people 

participate and send tweets in.  To communicate possible techniques to improve well-being it 

was found that an interaction between artist and participant was essential to have an impact 

on people. 

 

4.6 Findings and Critique 

The contextual review really shaped the direction of the final outcomes – particularly 

Gauntlett’s ideas about how people are now embracing interactive and participatory pieces 

due to technology advances (2011).  This information led to the interactive section of the final 

outcome which acts as a more engaging and interesting method of encouraging people to get 

involved in positive psychology activities.  During the experimental iterative creative process it 

was found that making, rather than planning to make, and being open to all ideas led to more 

innovative outcomes which matches Gauntlett’s theories. 

Further improvement of this project could ensue with the images made in response to the 

Gratitude Week being more meaningful to each participant – perhaps with the participant 

having some influence on the creation or there being an element of interaction within these 

static pieces too.  Furthermore, originally a ‘community’ feeling of gratitude expressing was 

wished to be created with the Gratitude Week participants, but issues of privacy and focussing 

on the interactive Gratitude Jar left little time for developing this. 

Evaluating a positive social impact could be stronger using more participants, a time period 

longer than a week and further analysis of participant’s feelings and reactions.  A more 

captivating or humorous response to the tweets (instead of, or as well as the LED light) being 

sent to the interactive Gratitude Jar could be experimented with for future work. 
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5.0 Conclusion 

 

The aim of this project was to explore whether combining technology and social participation 

in art could initiate a positive social impact. Through contextual research it was found that 

society is becoming more participatory but at the same time unhappier.  The unhappiness 

studies (Ssentif 2012; Aviva 2014) and the post-it notes left out at Curate the Campus have 

shown that people are indifferent to concepts of positive psychology.  Research showed that 

there aren’t many existing technologies that encourage people to engage in positive activities 

to benefit well-being in an interesting manner.  This area of work evidently needs to be 

communicated in a different manner that fits and interests society.  

Gauntlett talks about how people are participating more and that this participation opens 

people up to new ideas and creativity.  Kane’s ‘Play Ethic’ theorises that there could be 

benefits in many aspects of life to take a more free and participatory approach.  Both concepts 

suggest that getting people more involved in areas such as art and work can be beneficial for 

well-being and communication development.  As well as this, it was found that a significant 

amount of people are using social media regularly and this highlighted a need to communicate 

in a way fitting of these changes.  

While developing concepts on responses and representations for each of the participants of 

the Gratitude Week, data visualisation presented itself as a way to show participants their 

week and experience.  The feedback from the Gratitude Week showed that people were 

feeling very busy and stressed before engaging, and content and thankful afterwards.  This 

positive response spurred on the making of a more interactive version of the project to fit 

culture’s more participative nature. 
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This research suggests that, used in the right way, interaction and social media can be used to 

engage people in well-being activities.  The well-being activities are shown to improve 

happiness and could help to tackle the current issues of depression and anxiety.  Sosik and 

Cosley’s experiment provided some valuable insights into what people engage with more and 

how people are selective about what personal information they are comfortable with others 

seeing on social media, however for a better understanding it would be beneficial for more 

studies like this to take place. 

Community participation within art is suggested as being valuable to improving well-being but 

this research proposes that participation also offers an opportunity for a ‘conversation’ 

between artist and viewer.  If someone contributes to art in a meaningful way and the artist 

then responds artistically it could create a deeper connection and understanding of the art to 

the viewer or participant.  This type of interaction particularly suits the concepts of well-being 

and positive psychology as it prompts the participant to think about the art and themselves. 

‘100 Happy Days’ found that people feel very busy and stressed, so for engagement to be 

successful positive psychology activities must be quick and easy.  Otherwise people must be 

made aware of the benefits of participating in such activities and as a result feel like it is worth 

their time. 

Responses to the Interactive Gratitude jar will be analysed to understand whether using social 

media as the platform to express gratitude has positive effects on participants and if the 

response of the LED turning on encourages people to engage.  The documented reactions of 

participants of the Interactive Gratitude Jar could inform future work and create a basis for 

more experimentation in to this research area. 

Future work could include developing positive psychology techniques further using social 

media and technology.  It is believed that used in the correct manner, social media and 

technology can be engaging tools – specifically at time of writing - and create communities and 
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well-being awareness.  The ‘Play ethic’ theory (Kane, 1997) and Gauntlett’s ‘Making is 

connecting’ ideas suggest there could be more innovative thinking and creative participation in 

the future.  Hopefully this can contribute to bringing people together and positively affecting 

well-being - as Gauntlett says “you need to feel you exist for something larger” (2011, p.127). 
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