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Abstract

Background #KindnessByPost (KbP) is a participatory public health initiative in which people anonymously send
and receive cards containing messages of goodwill with others also taking part in the programme. Quantitative
evaluations of KbP consistently find evidence of improvements to people’s mental wellbeing and feelings of
loneliness after participation and three months later. Our aim in the present study is to develop a programme theory
of KbP, which describes for whom the KbP intervention improves mental wellbeing, other reported impacts, in which
contexts it has these effects, and the mechanisms by which it works.

Methods We use a realist interviewing methodology to develop the programme theory. We conducted a focus
group with the KbP executive team, and 20 one-to-one interviews with KbP participants. During analysis, a
co-production working group iteratively developed a Theory of Change model comprising context-mechanism-
outcome statements [CMOs] to map out the mechanisms present in KbP.

Results We developed 145 CMO statements, which we condensed and categorized into 32 overarching CMOs across
nine thematic topics: access to scheme; pathways to involvement; resources; culture; giving post; receiving post;
content of received post; community; long term impact. These CMOs set out pathways through which KbP benefited
participants, including from doing something kind for someone else, of receiving post and appreciating the effort
that went into it, and from the creative process of creating post and writing the messages inside them. Effects were
sustained in part through people keeping the cards and through the social media communities that emerged around
KbP.

Discussion Both giving and receiving post and the sense of community benefited participants and improved their
mood and feelings of connectedness with others. Connection with a stranger, rather than friends or family, was also
an important feature of the initiative for participants. Our wide range of CMO pathways by which KbP produced
positive outcomes may mean that the intervention is applicable or adaptable across many communities and settings.
Taken together with evidence from the quantitative evaluations, KbP is potentially an effective, low-cost, and highly
scalable public health intervention for reducing loneliness and improving wellbeing.
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Introduction

Interventions designed to improve wellbeing are often
resource-intensive, leading to high and often prohibitive
costs for health providers and limited access for poten-
tial recipients. Participatory public health interventions
— programmes that are primarily powered by commu-
nities themselves — have the potential to relieve burden
on healthcare providers by offering low-intensity sup-
port for health issues that present a low clinical risk [1]
and can have a preventative role by maintaining wellness
and social connection. With participatory interventions,
communities are afforded a sense of ownership over a
support system and can shape it in a way that meets their
needs; they can also be run at a low cost with minimal
need for clinician input if delivery is primarily facilitated
by the community. Additionally, in cases where par-
ticipants both deliver and use the intervention, typical
structural power imbalances between service deliverer
and service user roles are not present, potentially mak-
ing the intervention more accessible [2]. With a clear
understanding of the outcomes that these interventions
achieve, and the mechanisms through which they do so,
participatory public health interventions have the capa-
bility to be replicated across communities and scaled up
to the population level, offering practical solutions to
improving, or at least protecting, public health.

#KindnessByPost (KbP) is a participatory public health
project in which people send and receive cards or letters
containing messages of goodwill. It is conducted through
regular card exchanges organised by the non-profit
organisation Mental Health Collective [3]: Anyone liv-
ing in the United Kingdom (UK) and over 13 years old,
or younger if in partnership with an adult, can take part.
People sign up for an exchange via a dedicated website
[4]. They send a card to one randomly allocated per-
son and receive a card from a different person also par-
ticipating in the exchange. They are given only the first
name and the address of the person to send the card to.
If someone does not receive a card at first, they can use
a ‘back-up system, in which participants volunteer to
send extra cards to avoid people missing out. The Mental
Health Collective estimates that 97% of people receive a
card [4], and people are aware that if they do miss out,
it is not personal since the exchange is anonymous. Sev-
eral KbP exchanges take place each year; and as of 9th
December 2022, there have been 21,304 unique registra-
tions for people to take part [5].

KbP has the potential to benefit participants in numer-
ous ways: through both the experience of doing a kind act
and the receipt of kindness; through engagement with
the creative act of making a card or writing a message;

and through the sense of community or time spent
together exchanges often create, such as parents engag-
ing their children or teachers engaging their classes in
working on a card together, or the use of social media by
people to post and comment on the cards they receive
using hashtags. There is an established relationship
between improved mental health and engagement in lei-
sure activities and their associated communities [6]; the
mechanisms through which this association happens
are complex and act at multiple levels [7]. Arts-based
interventions are also supported by a wealth of evidence
[8]. Studies suggest that they can have a positive impact
through the use of art as a way to develop social connec-
tions, as well as the act of creating and expressing one-
self as an opportunity for stress-relief and empowerment
[9, 10]. Studies of carrying out simple, kind acts towards
others (Dunn et al., 2008) and being part of a group
exchange of kind acts [11] have also found a positive
impact on wellbeing.

An evaluation of the KbP 2020 #GreatBritishValentine
event [12] found significant improvements in people’s
feelings of wellbeing, loneliness, sense of belonging, and
hope. Qualitative analysis of participant feedback was
overwhelmingly positive. However, this evaluation had a
relatively low response rate, only followed up participants
immediately after the card exchange, and was only able to
offer broad insights into potential mechanisms through
which it brought about positive effects. More extensive
quantitative evaluation of the interventions has since
taken place, showing that participation was associated
with a significant increase in feelings of wellbeing and
a decrease in feelings of loneliness; that these improve-
ments were sustained at 3-months follow-up, and that
the estimated organisational costs of the programme
were very modest (<£1 per participant) [13].

We sought to use qualitative methods to evaluate KbP:
a participatory public health programme. An area that is
still relatively unclear is the mechanisms by which inter-
ventions such as these produce positive outcomes [7].
Qualitative evaluation of the intervention allowed us to
examine not only the intended outcomes of the interven-
tion, but also how participants interact with a kindness
intervention with a creative and community-based focus
to achieve them . Specifically, we took a realist approach
[14] to data collection and analysis, aiming to develop an
in-depth understanding of the initiative’s benefits, mech-
anisms, and contextual factors affecting its delivery and
experience. This will explore the extent to which the KbP
model resonates with a range of communities and the
flexibility of its application. A richer exploration of this
promising participatory public health programme will
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help understand how and in what circumstances a recip-
rocal message of kindness received by post can contrib-
ute to participants’ wellbeing .

Our aim in the present study is to use qualitative meth-
ods to develop a programme theory for KbP and explore
for whom the KbP intervention addresses loneliness and
improves wellbeing, in which contexts it has this effect,
and the mechanisms by which it works.

Methods

Study design and setting

We adopted a realist interviewing approach [14, 15] a
method recommended in the Magenta Book [16] for
developing and refining programme theories of social and
healthcare interventions. It is a theory-based approach
that seeks to understand ‘what works, for whom, and in
what circumstances?

Data collection and analysis followed the process out-
lined by Manzano [17], where a programme theory is
developed through distinct phases of realist interview-
ing: (1) theory gleaning interviews to establish initial
theories of how the intervention works as perceived by
intervention designers; (2) theory refinement interviews
to modify and clarify theories; (3) theory consolidation
interviews to strengthen support for theories and estab-
lish a logical understanding of how, why and in what cir-
cumstances the intervention works.

Data collection and analysis were conducted iteratively,
with multiple cycles of participant recruitment and inter-
viewing followed by a phase of analysis, guided by regular
meetings of a co-production working group. The work-
ing group consisted of four academic researchers and
four lived-experience researchers with experience of par-
ticipating in KbP exchanges and, for some, an interest
resulting from the experience of mental health problems,
social isolation and/or loneliness. Three members iden-
tify as male, four as female, and two preferred not to say.
Three of the academic staff were Early Career Research-
ers and the other was a senior academic, each with sig-
nificant experience of conducting qualitative research.
Working group members were given training in realist
methods where needed prior to data collection start-
ing. Working group members brought diverse interests
to this research, including: the psychological and func-
tional effects of loneliness and interventions to address
these; the connection between mental health and creative
activities; inclusivity and health inequalities, especially
in relation to social interventions and mental health; and
the potential benefits of Acts of Kindness events, particu-
larly of KbP, and many were regular participants in KbP
exchanges. This group steered data collection, conducted
the data analysis, and iteratively developed a programme
theory of KbP.
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We conducted this work in the context of two KbP
exchanges in Spring and Summer 2021. KbP exchanges
are promoted via newspapers, radio, Mental Health Col-
lective mailing lists, social media, and word of mouth.
People sign up for a KbP exchange via a dedicated web-
site [4].

Focus group

Data collection began with a focus group held with two
members of the KbP executive team who developed and
run the KbP initiative. It followed a semi-structured
interview schedule, developed by HRS, LSR and BLE,
to draw out their perspective of why and how the pro-
gramme impacted its participants. The group was con-
ducted using video conferencing software and audio
recorded. The recording was then anonymised and tran-
scribed for analysis. HRS, LSR, BLE, and KW initially
reviewed the transcript independently and made notes.
BLE drafted an early Theory of Change model. The four
researchers met to compare notes and discuss the model.
The model was further developed iteratively through dis-
cussion between researchers until they were satisfied that
it reflected the data from the focus group. From this pro-
cess, an initial model was produced that was expanded
and refined during subsequent data collection and analy-
sis stages.

Individual interviews and working group meetings
Following the 90-minute focus group, one-to-one inter-
views lasting up to 60 min were held with KbP exchange
participants. Recruitment and interviewing occurred in
cycles of four to five participants at a time, followed by
a meeting of the working group, who would analyse the
interview data from the previous set of participants and
make subsequent decisions about revisions to the inter-
view topic guide and the next phase of data collection.
KbP participants were able to register interest to par-
ticipate in the present study and consent to their infor-
mation being used for recruitment when completing a
questionnaire conducted for a concurrent evaluation
conducted by the same research team [13]. We recruited
to the present study purposively, aiming to generate a
demographically diverse sample of participants with a
range of different experiences of KbP, including partici-
pants from different ethnic backgrounds, genders and
ages, and those who had had diverse levels of participa-
tion in KbP (e.g., first time vs. repeat participants, those
who had missed receiving a card in the exchange). A
KbP staff member invited purposively identified indi-
viduals via email to contact the interviewing researcher
(HRS). HRS then arranged an initial phone conversa-
tion to briefly introduce themselves as a post-doctoral
researcher and to explain the study fully to the partici-
pant, including the aims of the research. If the participant
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wanted to proceed, HRS would then arrange the data
collection interview, which was held at least 24 h later.
Consent was obtained at the beginning of the interview.
Interviews were conducted by telephone or video con-
ferencing software according to participant preference.
They were audio recorded and transcribed prior to analy-
sis. Participants were given the opportunity to review
their transcript prior to analysis. At the beginning of each
interview, the HRS briefly explained the concept of realist
interviewing to the participant.

An initial interview schedule was developed and
reviewed with the working group prior to the first set of
participant interviews, covering reasons for participation,
the experiences of giving and receiving post, accessibility,
and recommendations for improvement (Appendix 1).
At each working group meeting, the interview schedule
was reviewed by the group and revised as needed based
on analysis discussions. For example, questions may be
added or revised to further explore specific topics, or to
refine or refute emerging theories about the interven-
tion; questions were removed if they were unlikely to add
any further value to the analysis. Over the course of the
process, questions moved from being exploratory (the-
ory gleaning), to refining and consolidating the working
group’s theories, which would often be discussed with
participants during interviews, alongside the interview
schedule questions.

Analysis
Data analysis sessions were alternated with phases of
participant interviews to enable analysis discussions to
guide future data collection. The data analysis was per-
formed by the working group through five meetings held
approximately every two weeks: four times following
each cycle of participant interviews, and once to finalise
the results of the data analysis. For the first four meet-
ings: before the meeting, members reviewed transcripts;
during the meeting, members discussed interview tran-
scripts, developed theories about the intervention, and
developed/revised the KbP programme theory, depicted
in a Theory of Change model. Data were analysed using
Nvivo [18] and Microsoft Office software [19].
Context-mechanism-outcome configurations [CMOs]
were used as analytical tools to construct and express
theories about the KbP intervention. CMOs represent
a way to set out a causal relationship between the con-
text in which an intervention operates, the mechanisms
that operate in this context, and the outcomes that the
mechanisms produce [15]. Researchers analysed inter-
view transcripts to extract explicit and implicit CMOs.
Working group members would then discuss proposed
individual contexts, mechanisms, and outcomes as well
as the complete CMOs; and suggest new ones. The work-
ing group created a Theory of Change model to visually
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represent the CMOs, including the variations in out-
comes for participants through different contexts and
mechanisms. Members would discuss changes or addi-
tions that should be made to the Theory of Change model
as theories became more refined through data collection.
Saturation was achieved when the working group agreed
that additional data were unlikely to result in further sig-
nificant refinements to the model.

Once all the data had been collected, authors HRS,
LSR, BLE, KW carried out an analysis of all the tran-
scripts to confirm that the CMOs in the Theory of
Change model were firmly grounded in the data, and to
check for any CMOs that were missing from the model.
This resulted in an extended list of 192 CMOs, which
HRS condensed into 145 statements by combining or
deduplicating CMOs with very similar content, and these
were reviewed by LSR. These were then summarised by
HRS, LSR, BLE, and KW in 32 overarching CMO state-
ments and categorised into thematic topics.

During the final working group meeting, the list of 32
overarching CMO statements was reviewed by all work-
ing group members, refining, and clarifying language.
Following this, authors HRS, LSR, BLE, KW used the
CMO list and supporting statements to write summary
text to accompany each set of topic-focused over-arching
CMOs, which are presented in the results section. Inter-
view participants were not asked to provide feedback on
study findings.

Results

We conducted interviews between May and October
2021. Two members of the KbP executive participated in
a single focus group (one male, one female; both White
British). Twenty participants took part in one-to-one
interviews (fifty people in total were invited to partici-
pate). Of the interview participants, fifteen identified as
female, five identified as male; fifteen identified as White
British, five as Asian/Asian British. Participants were
aged between 18 and 72, with a mean age of 38. All par-
ticipants had participated in at least one KbP exchange,
and around half had participated in multiple exchanges.

Context-mechanism-outcome statements

In total, 145 CMO statements were identified, which are
available in full in Appendix 2. Examples of these CMO
statements are presented in Table 1:

For ease of understanding, these were categorized into
nine thematic topics representing distinct aspects of the
exchange process, and summarised into 32 overarching
CMO statements, which are presented below:

1. Participation > Access to scheme
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Table 1 Example of CMO statements

Table 2 Access to scheme CMOs
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Because
(mechanism)

If (context) Then
(outcome)

Overarching CMO statement

Illustrative participant
quotation

because there is no
long-term commit-
ment to growing a
relationship/manag-
ing boundary with a
contact

1 If participants only need
to commit to one contact
with another person (i.e.,
sending one piece of
mail to a person once)

then they may
be more likely
to participate

because it feels more
like a free choice to
participate, rather
than a chore that
must be completed
because they do not
feel they can meet
that perceived high
standard

2 If participants can
choose which exchanges
throughout the year, they
signup to

then they may
be more likely
to participate

3 If participants only see
images of highly creative/
high value mail on social
media

then they may
not want to
participate

Participants often felt that the scheme was appealing
because it offered a manageable and structured way to be
kind to somebody without having to maintain an ongo-
ing relationship (Table 2); often contrasting it to having a
pen-pal, which would require more time investment and
did not feel feasible to many. Similarly, people valued the
relative anonymity and security of only needing to pro-
vide a first name and postal address for participation.
The timing of exchanges was also important; participants
liked not having to commit to more than one exchange
at a time and liked that they were infrequent enough
not to feel routine and something that ought to be done.
Some participants also felt that having a theme for each
exchange helped them to engage with it and could be
helpful in giving them something to focus their post on.

Participants who used social media noted that it could
have both a positive and negative influence on their
choice to participate. Often, it served as inspiration for
peoples’ own cards. However, for some, seeing particu-
larly creative cards or post that included gifts could be
off-putting if they did not see themselves as sufficiently
creative or did not think that sending gifts was in the
spirit of the exchange. Some participants thought that it
was important to see simple creations and cards, thereby
communicating a message that you do not need to ‘be
creative’ or artistic to take part.

A small number of participants commented on the
KbP website, saying that it was user-friendly and that the
guidance for cards provided useful advice.

2. Participation > Pathways to involvement

Most participants became involved in KbP after hearing
about the initiative from somebody they knew (Table 3);
most frequently this was because a contact had shared
something about it on social media. This personal
endorsement made participants feel more comfortable

1. If people can choose which/how
many of the several exchanges each
year they participate in, and they only
need to commit to producing one card
each time, then they are more likely to
participate in an exchange, because
doing so feels manageable and flexible
enough for them to fit into their lives
when/if they can.

2.If there is a broad theme to the
exchange then people may be more
likely to participate because it gives
people a framework for what to create
and something they can emotionally
connect with.

3.1f people see diverse kinds of post on
social media, rather than only high value
or highly creative posts, then they may
be more likely to participate, because
they do not think they need certain skills
or need to meet a certain standard to
participate.

4. If people only have to provide a first
name and address for the exchange,
then they may be more likely to partici-
pate because the anonymity of this feels
reassuring and limits potential negative
outcomes.

5. If the online platform/website that
facilitates exchanges is user-friendly then
people are more likely to participate
because it is a quick and straightfor-
ward process for people to sign up, and
guidance on the website answers any
questions they have.

“I'have no capacity for a pen
pal, that doesn't interest me.

| like the idea of sort of love
bombing someone from a
distance and then to possibly
getting my card in return,
that’s enough for me” P17

“I'try and work around the
theme in terms of decorating
the card to go alongside it. If

I can't do that then Il try and
put something inside to reflect
it that way.” P19

"Some of them are just beyond
amazing - these people really
go to quite lengths to make
these cards. So that can be
pretty intimidating, because
then I'm like, oh my God | don't
have time, | can’t paint like
that, just | can't do that. But
then [just have to say, well
what | send out is what | send
outand I hope that it makes a
difference” P4

"Nowadays people are worried
about their details and stuff,
but this was like it's good that
it's anonymous and that the
person you're sending the card
to is different from the person
that you're receiving it from. ...
Yes, so | didn’t have to give
away my personal details” P9
"A few little ground rules were
useful so there was a sense

of expectation to fit into that
was really not very narrow or
restrictive, but it just set those
sort of parameters that was
quite helpful and reassur-

ing. P7

trusting the exchange as they knew somebody who had
had a positive experience with it. A number of par-
ticipants spoke about how they themselves shared their
experience of participation online or talked to others
about the project to help promote it.

Participants tended to sign up because they wanted to
be kind to others, rather than primarily hoping to receive
post themselves. Some were particularly motivated by
the COVID-19 pandemic and wanted to seek connection
and positivity during a challenging and isolating time. A
small number of participants did exchanges with their
children, wanting to facilitate or encourage their proso-
cial behaviour.
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Table 3 Pathways to involvement CMOs
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Table 5 Culture CMOs

Overarching CMO statement

Illustrative participant
quotation

Overarching CMO statement Illustrative participant

quotation

1.If people hear about the scheme
through word of mouth or through
a connection on social media then
they are more likely to participate
because the scheme is endorsed by
somebody who is trusted.

2. If people value participating in
KbP then they may increase par-
ticipation because they tell friends/
family/colleagues or post on social
media about their positive experi-
ence and encourage others to get
involved.

3.If there are nationwide negative
events or circumstances, people are
more likely to participate because
they seek positivity and commu-
nity to counteract the negative
experiences.

4. If people sign up because they
want to spread kindness then they
may benefit from participation
regardless of whether they receive
a card because they value helping
others over receiving something
themselves.

“Ilwasn’t really worried at all. | think
as well because my mum was tak-

ing part in it my mum?s friend has,

I've got my friends to take part in it

as well, so, and we've all had good

experiences from it” P15

“When | receive things, | do take a
picture of it and post it on Twitter
and Instagram, which | do because
I want to encourage others to
participate and | want to share
something lovely that’s happened
to me" P2

“It just felt like a really nice way

to share some positivity at what
was quite a challenging time. I'm
not sure if it was — a year earlier
whether Id sort of scanned over it
but, you know, having gone into
lockdown and stuff it just felt very
- yes, that human connection felt
very needed.” P12

‘| definitely noticed | think my
pleasure came more from sending
it than receiving it... The reason
that I did it was about creating
that feeling for someone, and |
think that's probably still where

my focus is, and | guess I'm more in
the mindset that if | get something
back that makes me feel positive in
that same way, that's a bonus.” P13

Table 4 Resources CMOs

Overarching CMO statement

Illustrative participant
quotation

1.If people have limited time or

financial resources then they may be
less likely to participate because they
have little spare time or money to put
into buying cards/materials for creating

cards.

2.If people do not have internet access
or are not confident internet users, then

they may not be able to participate

independently because they are not

able to register for the scheme.

“"You know when you're send-
ing it, you have to post and
then you have to pay for the
postage yourself? And | know
that postage isn't a lot, but it
depends on where you are in
life and what’s going on.” P8
"Obviously for people who are
not technologically literate
you know who may only have
asmart phone you know and
are noton a contract and just
you know do a pay by use type
of sim card, it might be more
difficult to access to sign up!' P2

3. Resources

Some participants commented on practical barriers to
participation (Table 4). This could be a lack of financial
resources to buy the materials needed to send a card, or
a lack of time in which to participate. Some participants

1.Women may be more likely to par-
ticipate because the branding of the
exchange feels more targeted towards
women.

‘It might be a bias towards
women being more empathic
or having like, social responsibil-
ity to participate in these types
ofevents like, and that kind of
like, community work.” P18

“I'm assuming there'll be some
kind of Christmas one would
that then turn people off from
different nationalities and
religions and things who don't
celebrate Christmas, and seeing
it as something that then they
feel uncomfortable being a part
of?”P13

‘I think it's people who partici-
pate are people who are com-
fortable just writing random
cards to random people. You
know, like there’s somebody
who already likes to volunteer,
there’s somebody who already
likes to make a difference.” P4

2.If exchanges are tied to a cultural
event, then some people are less likely
to participate, or at the very least this
will not impact on likelihood of partici-
pation, because the tie to the event is
not why people participate, and it may
alienate people who do not celebrate
these events.

3.1f people are familiar with letter
writing/card writing as an activity or
are familiar with similar community-
focused support schemes, then they
are more likely to participate because
they are comfortable being involved
and can envisage potential benefits.

did, however, note that exchanges could be done fairly
quickly and cheaply and that this was a facilitator in their
decision to get involved. It was also felt that it was less
likely that people would hear about the scheme if they
were not internet users and may not be able to register
for the scheme even if they were. A few participants had
registered for the exchange on behalf of family members
who were not digitally literate.

4. Culture

Participants noted that KbP may be more accessible or
have more of a draw to certain groups or types of people
(Table 5). Some felt that the advertising for the project
and the act of creating and sending a card with a mes-
sage of good will felt more typically feminine and so likely
encouraged women in particular to participate. Partici-
pants had mixed feelings about attached exchanges to
cultural events such as Christmas; many believed that it
may alienate people who did not celebrate that cultural
event and felt that they themselves did not feel any par-
ticular benefit from having it attached to the event. How-
ever, a smaller number of participants noted that it could
be helpful given that people may feel lonelier at those
times of the year and therefore may get more benefit
from receiving post.

Participants with experience of card/letter-writing or
community-type programs may be more drawn to the
exchange because it was something familiar to them, and
they signed up as they could envisage the benefit that it
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could bring. Alternatively, it was suggested that people
who did not have much trust in their community, or who
were not confident with English or used to card/letter
sending could be less likely to participate.

5. Giving post

Many participants were inspired by others to take part in
exchanges, particularly through social media. As well as
being an effective mechanism for recruiting participants,
it could also serve as a guide or a source of inspiration for
what to write or create inside their card (Table 6). This
was particularly true for those taking part in their first
exchange or those who found it difficult to know what to
make or write.

Anonymity was commonly discussed by participants.
The majority of those who talked about anonymity felt
that it enhanced their experiences of giving mail, and
improved their mood because participants imagined
what their recipient would like to receive based on their
own experiences. This was experienced as an introspec-
tive and reflective exercise, whereby the anonymity of the
recipient enabled freedom in what they created and why,
and participants often found themselves writing things
that they themselves wanted to hear. However, a smaller
number of participants felt that they struggled with not
knowing who would receive their card as they found it
hard to determine what would be appropriate to send
and what would have the greatest benefit for them.

Participants described different dimensions to their
creative experiences when making cards. For some, it
prompted moments of enjoyment and allowed for self-
expression. For others, processes of creativity involved
learning new creative techniques which were sometimes
challenging, resulting in feelings of accomplishment. On
the other hand, there were some participants who felt
that the creative process of making a card was too chal-
lenging, and some who felt perfectionist tendencies such
that ‘getting it right’ led to worry. Their preference was
for buying a card and focusing on what to write inside it.

6. Receiving post

Words of support and encouragement are a common fea-
ture in the cards. Participants found that receiving mail
could boost positive well-being, feeling that receiving a
personal card or letter in the exchange was something
that stood out from their usual routine and usual received
post (Table 7). It was also tangible proof that somebody
cared enough to send them post, raising their sense of
self-worth. A number of participants felt that it was
something that could also offer a protective effect against
low mood, as the memory of the exchange served as a
reminder of the kindness of others if they experienced or

Table 6 Giving post CMOs
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Overarching CMO statement

Illustrative participant quotation

1. If people see images of diverse
types of mail posted online (e.g,,
social media) or speak to others
about what to send, then they
may find it easier to create mail,
because others' creations and ex-
periences provide inspiration and
ideas for their own creations.

2.1f people do not know anything
about the person they are send-
ing mail to, then creating mail
may be particularly effective in
boosting mood, because creating
mail becomes an introspective
and reflective exercise, in which
people imagine what their recipi-
ent would like to receive based on
their own experiences.

3.1f people create their mail them-
selves, then this is an enjoyable
experience with an opportunity
for self-expression and learning,
because it is a reflective and emo-
tional process where one engages
creatively with the process.

‘I looked on the hashtag [#Kind-
nessByPost] of it to see what sorts of
things other people had written, to
like get a bit of inspiration from that
which helped. P15

“You know | wasn't like giving an
update on my life that | would for an
aunt or something like that or trying
to think about what's this specific
person that | know well going to find
interesting when you know finding
things to send them or stuff like that.
It is very much about a bit of a yeah,
aleap of faith kind of thing and just, |
guess the opportunity to think about
a hypothetical other person who
you don't know anything about is
quite nice and to do that in a positive
way." P7

“I've felt really good benefits from it
because | carved out that time to ac-
tually craft something or draw some-
thing so that was my bit of me time
away from everything else as well, to
take time out to actually make that
thing to send to somebody, so it gave
me that permission to use that time
in that way as well” P6

Table 7 Receiving post CMOs

CMO

Quotation

If post is received in the exchange, then it
can protect or boost positive wellbeing,
because it is enjoyable to receive post, and it

is proof of the kindness of others.

If people do not receive post in the

exchange, then their wellbeing may be
negatively impacted, because they feel left
out and do not feel comfortable enough to

request a back-up card.

If people do not receive post in the ex-
change, then their wellbeing may not be
negatively impacted, because their benefit
comes primarily from sending post and
being part of the community, and they do
not feel as though they need their own card

or letter.

‘It was exciting to get
something in the post be-
cause you don't get much
apart from bills or horrible
things that you don't want
or junk mail, so it was just
really, really nice” P3

‘I did get missed out on
one project and | was sur-
prised by how hurt | felt so
that’s the only downside
I've had." P2

‘I never got one back and
that was okay, you know,

[ filled out the form and

| was like, well, that’s not
why I'm doing it. 'm doing
it to make somebody else
feel good and that is what
is important.” P4

saw something negative: a reminder that there is good in
the world when times seemed dark.

Several participants spoke about not receiving post in
an exchange in the past. Some felt that this had negatively
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impacted them, making them feel unimportant. Other
participants felt that their primary motivation for taking
part was the chance to share kindness with or help some-
body else, and so they did not see receiving post as an
important part of their experience. All participants had
the option of using a back-up system, where people can
report not receiving a card through the website and be
sent one by a volunteer. Some people did not feel com-
fortable making use of this system, in some cases despite
being negatively affected by not receiving post, as they
did not want to be a burden on the system.

7. Content of received post

Beyond the broader impact of receiving post in the
exchange, the content and type of post received influ-

enced participants

(Table 8).

Participants

Table 8 Content of received post CMOs

often

Overarching CMO statement

lllustrative participant
quotation

If people receive post, that has
clearly had effort put into it, then
this can feel particularly meaning-
ful, because they appreciate the
time and effort that the sender put
into doing something kind for a
stranger.

If you do not know anything about
the person you are exchanging
with, then you can still get a lot

of value from receiving your card,
because just being kind to people

together is enough of a connection.

If what is written in received

mail is applicable to your current
circumstances, then this can feel
particularly meaningful/helpful to
wellbeing, because it can feel like it
was the right message at the right
time; a deeper connection with the
mail and the person who wrote it.

If the sender has made references
to particular faiths, beliefs, or to the
personality, feelings, or experi-
ences of the recipient, then this can
detract from the joy of receiving
mail, because the recipient can

feel alienated if they do not ring
true for them or they are viewed as
problematic.

“if you send something physical

like a letter it shows that someone’s
taken that effort to do that, it's not
justlike Ah | can just send a text, or |
can just talk to somebody through
a screen. You've actually taken the
time to go out, get a letter or a card
or whatever, put a bit of thought
into what you're writing, and pur-
posely sent it to someone.” P5

“You don't know any information
apart from a first name and a post-
al address for somebody, it means
that it's not about all the things
we've got in common, it’s just about
being a human being and by virtue
of being another human being,
and being able to say something
that matters to somebody.” P1
“There is something uncanny and
like surprisingly powerful | think,
especially if you're — ifyou'rein a
receptive mood and there’s a lot of
synchronicity that people report, so
they’ll report “Oh my goodness, the
message just came at exactly the
right time” and like "It was amazing
how it spoke to certain things, it
was just what | needed to hear,”
people say things like that” P1

“[There] was a religious inference,
or a religious reference, in there ...
and that just made me a feel a bit
uneasy. .. it did have an alienating
effect on me, and it could have an
alienating effect on other people
as well who are outside of the kind
of white Christian heteronormative
majority” P12
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recognised the effort that was put into letter-writing or
crafting a card, and the knowledge that this effort had
been made for them added to the joy of receiving post.
Meanwhile, a low effort card, such as a shop bought one
without a handwritten message, could be disappoint-
ing or otherwise produce a negative response from the
receiver. Comparisons were often drawn between the
ease of sending a text or an email with warm wishes as
opposed to the time invested in writing a letter or making
a card and then posting it. Similarly, post that felt per-
sonal, either by the sender writing about their life, or by
engaging with where the recipient lived (the only known
thing about the recipient), added to a sense of connection
and effort on the part of the sender.

Some participants received messages in their post that
felt highly applicable to their current personal circum-
stances; as the sender could not have known about this,
these messages could feel particularly meaningful and
gave a sense that there was a special connection between
them and the sender. Participants did, however, often feel
that just the act of sending and receiving post connected
them with others in the exchange, as they could identify
with the common desire to share kindness with others.
A lack of personal information did not detract from this.

A small number of participants had a negative expe-
rience of senders making references to specific beliefs,
such as religious beliefs, or to the personality, experi-
ences, or feelings of the recipient; as the anonymity of the
exchange meant that the sender could not know that the
recipient would identify with/value those words/thoughts
and assumptions may have been made. For some, this
detracted from the positive impact being involved in the
exchange may have had.

8. Community

Many participants spoke about the sense of community
that involvement in exchanges brought about (Table 9).
Social media was a particularly powerful catalyst for this,
as seeing people post about KbP exchanges reinforced
the knowledge that there were many people participating
in the exchange, and not just those who sent or received
their cards.

Participants who shared their post online also often
made additional connections with others who inter-
acted with their posts, finding that it was a way of shar-
ing the act of kindness with their friends and followers.
Participants were aware that shared images of post may
connect senders and recipients to each other; many felt
that this was positive as it demonstrated that post was
appreciated and valued. Some would search social media
platforms to see if their post had been shared. Seeing
post could make the exchange feel more “real” as it made
senders and recipients less anonymous. However, social
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Table 10 Long-term impact CMOs
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Overarching CMO statement

Illustrative participant
quotation

Overarching CMO statement

Illustrative participant
quotation

1. If someone shares a card they have made

or received on social media, then it may
reinforce their sense of community and
belongingness and enhance wellbeing,

because it reinforces being part of a wider,

collective activity and counteracts more

usual negative experiences of social media.

2.1f people post the card they received or
see the card they made on social media,
then it may add to wellbeing, because it
lets the other person know the card was
received and valued.

3.f people involve others in the card

“You see on social media
there’s like, you can see

this you know 10,15, 100
other people exchanging
and that adds to the warm
fuzzies! P19

“Because | thought the
card, the person has made
a lot of effort into that card
so it would be nice if they
could see that it has been
on Instagram.” P9

“That was fun to have that

1. If received mail is kept and displayed
prominently in the home, then it may
sustain wellbeing, because it acts as a
day-to-day reminder of the kindness of
others; useful affirmations or kindness
tips, and the KbP community.

2.1f someone gets involved in future
exchanges or plans to, then this may
sustain wellbeing, because the person
attends more to examples of kindness
or positive messages which could go in
future cards, and a mindset of positivity
and kindness is developed.

“So,  actually look at it every
day now...and now this is like
a positive impact that kind of
carries on, because | always
have it next to me so | can
always look at it every time I'm
feeling like down.” P8

“In between card exchanges
I'm always aware of new ideas
that I would be able to use for
the next exchange, so ifl read
something or someone says
something or | see something
or hear something and | say
oh I could probably use that,

exchange (e.g., their families or colleagues)
then it can add to wellbeing and a sense of
connectedness, because it involves doing
a fun activity together and pleasure from

little community at work
participate” P1

Il put a little note in my phone
for next card exchange, like a
quote or something that | think

seeing others’enjoyment in the process.
4. If people share some information in
their card about their culture or the area
where they live, then this may increase
people’s sense of wellbeing, because they
feel connected and part of a community

with people they might not otherwise have

contact with.

“It could be beneficial for
people who live in more ho-
mogenous communities to
get post letters, cards from
people from you know dif-
ferent communities, | think
that's really beneficial, you
know when | see a non-

3.1f KbP exchanges are frequent and
someone takes part regularly, then
additional benefits to wellbeing may ac-
crue, because they start to feel part of a
community, and taking part in the card
exchanges becomes increasingly valued

that made me feel happy that
| hope to pass on to whoever
the recipient would be.” P1
“[Taking part in KbP
exchanges] are really nice pat-
terns, nice ways to be thinking
I think, and | really appreciate
that opportunity to be in that
particular headspace and |

Anglo Saxon name I'm like
oh cool, like you know I'm
writing to someone who

I know is from a different
ethnic background, so yes |
think it could be helpful on
that front, yes." P2

media was not universally valued; some participants did
not use social media at all, and one participant said that
detracted slightly from the exchange feeling personal
and special and other participants refrained from shar-
ing received post online as they were conscious that the
sender had not consented to their post being shared with
a wide audience.

A few participants derived a sense of connection by
creating post or signing up to exchanges with friends,
family, or colleagues. Others valued receiving post where
they learnt something about the sender and their com-
munity, as they were introduced to a new place or culture
in the UK that they may not have known about. However,
this is contrasted with the insight (from theme 7) that ref-
erences to specific beliefs/faiths could result in a negative
experience for the recipient. Together they suggest that
people enjoy learning about others in the exchange but
dislike the feeling that the sender has made presumptions
about their beliefs, values, or personality.

9. Long-term personal impact

and important. think more — that's really useful

more and more yes." P7

“This is actually a really good
thing that came from the
Kindness by Post was that it
inspired me to write cards to
random friends and family
and tell them who they are to
me and tell them that | love
them.” P4

4. If taking part in KbP prompts some-
one to continue with a creative activity
like crafting or letter writing, then there
may be additional benefits to wellbe-
ing, because it builds confidence and
leads to continued engagement with a
rewarding creative activity.

Participants talked about the impact of participation
beyond the exchange period (Table 10). Post was often
kept; some participants displayed cards prominently,
whilst others kept them stored but would access them
when they wanted to improve their mood. Post served
as a reminder of the kindness of others, and messages
in the post continued to benefit participants. For some
participants who took part in more than one exchange,
they reflected that in the time between exchanges, they
were more likely to look for and remember positive mes-
sages that they could share in their next exchange, mak-
ing them more likely to internalise these messages. Being
part of multiple exchanges also seemed to increase the
sense of community provided by KbP, and participants
benefited from having future exchanges to look forward
to, both the sharing of kindness and the opportunity for
creative and reflective activity. A few participants also felt
that involvement in exchanges further prompted them to
engage in similar creative or kind acts.
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Figure 1 presents our finalised Theory of Change
model, reflecting our programme theory of KbP. It
details the participant-level pathways that lead to spe-
cific outcomes. The model is based on the overarching
CMOs presented in previous sections, with statements
and causal links summarised for simplicity. During the
analysis process, the number of outcomes increased as
the understanding of the nuanced impact of the interven-
tion became clearer. The number of barriers increased as
unintended consequences became more apparent, and
the number of mechanisms increased and became more
specific to the distinct elements of giving post and receiv-
ing post.

Theory of change model

Discussion

Summary

In this study, we developed a programme theory for a
participatory public health intervention “#KindnessBy-
Post” KbP produced a range of outcomes for participants,
both during and after the exchange period. Our Theory of
Change model presented above offers a clear programme
theory that explains the contexts and mechanisms that
lead to specific outcomes. Both giving and receiving post,
as well as the sense of belonging to a community offered
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outcomes related to positive mood and connectedness.
Connection with a stranger as opposed to exchanging
messages of kindness with a friend had a particularly
salient impact on participants, as did the physical nature
of sent and received post. Causal pathways suggest that
there are a range of contexts leading through to positive
outcomes in which people are willing to participate, and
so the intervention is likely applicable across communi-
ties and settings.

At a collective level, wider culture (particularly spe-
cific events and familiarity with post as a form of expres-
sion) influenced participation and at the individual level.
Involvement typically required some level of digital lit-
eracy to find the intervention and register for it. KbP was
also perceived by some also more geared towards women
through the presentation of the website; and send-
ing cards by post is generally a more typical activity for
women than men in a UK context where women buy 80%
of the greeting cards sold in the UK [20].

Findings in context of existing research

Our findings and consequent programme theory are also
consistent with an earlier evaluation of KbP [12], which
suggested that potential mechanisms for the interven-
tion were pleasure in making and sending cards, indi-
vidual fulfilment and appreciating other’s thoughts and

Actors Enablers Barriers Mechanisms
i) Need good IT knowledge/access to find i) Podcast with counsellor to mitigate i) Images of elaborate cards/gifts i) Achieving something and being kind to someone
programme and sign up; disposable pressure of perfection. on social media may be off- is empowering/can build confidence; giving can
income for card, stamp (High SES). ii) Posting cards on social media putting to participants if they feel reduce feelings of incapability/inequality. Outcomev
ii) Need sufficient trust to buy into advertises project and minimises they need to meet a certain ii) Making or picking the card is enjoyable and a | Hope/belief that the
collective kindness. competitiveness if a mixture of standard chance to be creative. 4 | world s a good place
iii) Helping others and doing craft activity text/images. ii) Can be difficult to know what iii) Creating something for someone else is a chance
may be “ego-syntonic” for women given iii) Social media feed serves as to write to a stranger; may be for self-expression and gives you permission to be
typical gender roles. inspiration for what to make/write. concerns around how to connect creative.
iv) Scheme may be difficult to find with iv) Anonymity/one-off contact allows or avoiding alienation. iv) Thinking of kind messages is a “tool for
limited advertising mostly on social you to be less guarded. introspection” — what do you want to say to
media. v) Theme for the exchange to focus yourself?
v) Knowing somebody else who has taken message can make it easier to know v) Outside exchange periods you may be primed to “a Outcome
part inspires confidence in the scheme. what to say. look for and absorb positive messages to pass on; . Wellbeing/improved
vi) Participants sign up to a one-off vi) Creating post with others this may contribute to a shift in your own outlook. mood
commitment. (friends, children) can be bonding.
-V
\\ . )
_— Mechanisms
- - i) Sharing on social media reinforces connection and 4 | Outcome
- S —» | collectivity. , | Belonging/community
< R ii) Anonymity of exchange reinforces connection, cohesion
s [ Getting a card - | shared humanity.
iii) Repeated participation can enhance sense of
A% N community and value in exchanges.
* | Outcome
\ Reduced loneliness
\ P
N /
N N
Context Enablers Barriers - Mechanisms )
i) “Nationwide trigger events” may i) Supported IT platform. i) People who sign up for the i) Creates a memorable and lasting marker of \
prompt people to seek connection and ii) Volunteer card heroes to minimise exchange may not send their card. Kindness. 4| Outcome
. e ii) Effort made by sender for a stranger, for no
counterbalance the negative. number of people not getting card. ii) Postal addresses recorded di i hi | Empowerment
ii) May be more powerful when people incorrectly. direct reward, is touching.
are feeling more divided. 1} Not all of those who don't i) Words written can be very meaningful- can feel
i) People may participate with family, receive post request a backup like the message comes at the right time. For some
to set a good example for children or rom a “eard hero" they don's feel may feel like this has meaning at a spiritual level.
improve connectedness for older they need it or don’t want to make
relatives. extra work for someone else.
iv) Specific cultural events (e.g. » | Outcome
Valentine’s Day, Christmas) may Feeling socially
prompt participation as people tend supported
toward connection, or discourage those
who don’t want to celebrate those
holidays.

Fig. 1 Theory of Change model for KbP intervention
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behaviours. Furthermore, quantitative findings from both
that study as well as a more recent and larger evaluation
[13] indicate that participation in KbP improved well-
being and loneliness, and, in Wang et al. [12], increased
feelings of belonging. Our findings reflect this: most
participants in our study reported positive experiences
of KbP, including that they enjoyed receiving something
tangible in the post and it reminded them of kindness of
strangers, they appreciated the sender making an effort
with their card, that they liked feeling part of a commu-
nity and looking at other’s posts on social media, and
that they often enjoyed the creative process of making a
card themselves. These improved participants’ feelings of
wellbeing and connectedness with others. We also heard
reports of converse experiences from a few participants:
that not receiving a card, receiving a low effort card or
one with a message that they found alienating, or find-
ing it stressful to create a card all could have a negative
impact.

Also reflecting our finding that most participants
tended to value sending post over receiving post, Wang
et al. (2022) found no significant difference in improve-
ment to wellbeing between those who only sent post and
those who sent and received post. These results suggest
the offering of kindness was an important mechanism
in positive outcomes and support the idea that the act of
helping others without the expectation of a reciprocal act
is known to benefit wellbeing [21, 22].

The results of Le Novere et al. [13] also indicate that
these positive benefits are sustained at least 3 months
later, which again are reflected and explored in our
results. Participants spoke about how they sustain the
benefits of KbP between exchanges by keeping the post
they received, displaying it prominently or storing it
somewhere easily accessible; by planning for future
exchanges and looking out for inspiration for the cards
they will create; and by regularly taking part in exchanges
such that benefits accrue over time and the experience of
participating becomes more valued over time.

Each of the principal elements of the KbP intervention:
sharing kindness, making/writing the card, receiving
kindness, and being part of a community were valued by
our participants and elicited perceived positive outcomes
are broadly consistent with evidence regarding the asso-
ciation between community engagement and engage-
ment with the arts with a positive effect on wellbeing [6,
8]. Such evidence has been pulled together by Fancourt et
al. [7] in the Multi-level Mechanisms Framework, which
is a framework that describes the associations between
leisure activities and health/wellbeing. In this study, there
were clear psychological processes leading to positive
outcomes that are included in this framework includ-
ing the building of an identity with the KbP community,
the positive affective experience of receiving post, the
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creativity of making/writing the cards, and post kept
as mementos to improve mood beyond the exchange
period.

Strengths and limitations

Using a realist approach to data collection and analysis
allowed us to generate a nuanced understanding of the
potential causal relationships between the context, mech-
anisms, and outcomes of the intervention, acknowledg-
ing that an intervention cannot be expected to produce
the same outcomes for every participant in every set-
ting. Producing initial programme theories based on the
KbP executive’s intended outcomes for the intervention
allowed us to test and better understand their proposed
causal mechanisms from the perspectives of intervention
recipients. As programme theories were developed col-
laboratively within the working group, and refined and
consolidated in partnership with participants, results are
highly corroborated.

The sample was relatively diverse in that it included
participants of different ethnicities, ages, and sex, as well
as those who had taken part in just one exchange and
those who had taken part in many. However, the demo-
graphics of those that take part in KbP are strongly White
British and female [13]. Similarly, the sample in this study
was predominantly White British and female. We believe
it would be useful to explore the perspectives of male
and ethnic minority participants further to understand
better why this is, and how KbP and other Acts of Kind-
ness interventions could be tailored or adapted to other
populations.

As is typical for research of this nature, recruiting par-
ticipants via official project channels was necessary to
comply with data protection, but this may have put off
exchange participants who had a less positive experience
of the exchange. Similarly, it was not within the scope of
the study to interview people who were aware of KbP but
had not taken part in an exchange. As such, our sample
may have offered us a more positive view of the interven-
tion than may be expected from the wider population,
and we may not have been able to capture important
barriers to participation or more acceptable alternative
approaches from the experiences of those who chose not
to take part.

The digital promotion of KbP was at the forefront,
spread between the website, social media, and email
communications. Those who are digitally excluded may
not be adequately represented yet they may also be more
likely to be in the habit of sending cards and letters by
post, and the Covid-19 pandemic restrictions on in-per-
son meetings and the closure of community venues may
also have limited our outreach to this population.
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Recommendations for research and practice

The study supports the potential value of participatory
public health projects for improving wellbeing. KbP
and similar interventions present highly scalable and
low-resource ways to improve public mental wellbeing;
given the promising and growing body of evidence, pub-
lic health bodies should consider supporting widespread
implementation and evaluation of interventions designed
to improve connectedness and/or support engagement
with arts to assess feasibility and impact on a large scale.
Support could range from general promotion and public-
ity for such schemes, to funding for community groups
and social hubs to support populations to initially engage
(help to register, card making workshops, covering cost
of postage etc.) with a focus on those most likely to ben-
efit or those who are less likely to be able to participate
independently.

For KbP, further quantitative evaluation could provide
corroboration of the causal mechanisms and outcomes
identified in this study. Additionally, future studies could
establish whether the intervention could be particularly
effective for participants with lower wellbeing or men-
tal health difficulties, with samples in evaluations so
far being drawn from the general population. Previous
research does show that arts interventions can be effec-
tive in improving wellbeing for those with diagnosed
mental health conditions [10]. Another interesting topic
is the spontaneous creation of groups to collectively par-
ticipate in KbP, including work colleagues, classrooms,
and families. Given the evidence in this study regarding
the possible value of these groups to amplify and sus-
tain improvements to wellbeing, we believe it would be
valuable to investigate this phenomenon further, includ-
ing studying the differences between collaborative com-
munity participation and individual’s participation. This
could assist with how best to expand the model to a wider
population including groups which may need some sup-
port to participate.

The low participation rates of men and ethnic minor-
ity groups in KbP exchanges [12, 13] is notable. Despite
best efforts to purposively sample from these popula-
tions, we had limited success. From our sample, we
have not been able to ascertain whether the interven-
tion brings out the intended outcomes for these group,
nor fully explore the acceptability of the intervention for
these groups. Further research with under-represented
groups to explore the perceptions of KbP and barriers
to participation in the intervention should take place; it
may be that suitable adaptations to KbP or how it is pub-
licised can be identified. During stakeholder discussions
with community BAME health groups, it was suggested
to one of the authors that distinct minority communi-
ties have their own ways of expressing kindness, such
as gifting food or offers of help in the home. It may be
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that an inherent aspect of the KbP exchange design, such
as the use of postal cards, mean that it initially has low
appeal to some communities/groups who are culturally
less likely to be card-senders. In this case, other Acts of
Kindness exchange designs could be considered so as to
appeal to distinct and diverse populations. Whilst it is
unlikely that these measures could completely overcome
structural health inequalities, we believe that the current
low rates of engagement amongst these groups is impor-
tant to consider, and opportunities to have more targeted
designs or engagement activities be identified if feasible,
especially where needed to avoid further marginalisation
of already underserved groups.

Conclusions

In general, participants in KbP experienced the inter-
vention positively. They reported improved feelings of
connectedness and wellbeing, as intended by the KbP
executive and reflected in our quantitative evaluation
of the project [13]. Although some negative experi-
ences were reported and included in our programme
theory, it was notable these were generally uncommon,
being reported by only a few participants. The Theory
of Change model set out clear pathways through which
the intervention created a range of positive outcomes
for participants, including by creating positive affective
experiences from receiving post, from creating post, and
from the communities and groups that emerge around
the KbP exchanges. KbP is an example of a highly scal-
able, simple, and cost-effective public health interven-
tion that uses community and engagement with arts to
improve wellbeing.
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