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Background: Random acts of kindness can improve wellbeing. However, less is known
about the impacts of giving and receiving acts of kindness with strangers on wellbeing
and loneliness. Therefore, this study’s objectives were to evaluate a participatory public
mental health project involving sending and receiving a card with goodwill messages,
to understand how such acts of kindness influence wellbeing and loneliness, and to
investigate the potential mechanisms underlying the project’s impacts.

Materials and Methods: This study was an analysis of anonymized service evaluation
data collected in the ‘Kindness by Post’ (KBP) project in 2020. It used a mixed-methods
single-group design and data from 289 participants. Changes in wellbeing, loneliness,
sense of belonging and hope from baseline (12th–14th February) to follow-up (26th
February–2nd March) were analyzed using linear or multinomial logistic regression.
Regression models also examined the associations between changes in wellbeing and
baseline loneliness or participation level. Free text responses about experiences and
suggestions for the project were analyzed using thematic analysis.

Results: Participants had a small, but statistically significant improvement, in wellbeing
equating to 0.21 standard deviations (95% CI: 0.12–0.30) after taking part in the
project, as well as improvements in loneliness, sense of belonging and hope. How
lonely a participant was at baseline and whether participants both sent and received
a kindness card were not associated with improvements in wellbeing. In the qualitative
analysis, a desire to help others emerged as the main motivator to take part in the card
exchange. Participants reported enhanced personal fulfillment, leading to improvements
in wellbeing. Receiving a card could make people feel special and cherished, which
was reported to establish a sense of connection with others, with potential benefits for
reducing loneliness.

Conclusion: This study provided preliminary evidence that the KBP project might
improve wellbeing, loneliness, sense of belonging and hope. Sending a kindness card
in this project played a predominant role in wellbeing enhancement, and receiving a
kindness card could reduce loneliness. This study suggests that the KBP project can be
replicated in more contexts in the future, and might improve wellbeing and loneliness in
large communities.
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INTRODUCTION

This paper reports a mixed methods evaluation of an innovative
participatory public health program: the Kindness by Post (KBP)
project, in which participants send and receive cards with a
message of kindness from another participant. KBP aims to
enhance wellbeing and social connection and reduce feelings of
loneliness for those taking part.

Improving wellbeing and reducing loneliness are important
ways to improve public mental health. Wellbeing, which
comprises both positive affective experiences (Ryan and Deci,
2001, p. 143, 144) and positive psychological functioning
(Ryff, 1989, p. 1077), is protective against developing
depression (Wood and Joseph, 2010) and associated with
a range of positive health (Ryff, 2014) and social outcomes
(Lyubomirsky et al., 2005a, p. 39).

Loneliness, defined as a subjective negative emotional state
that arises from a discrepancy between someone’s desired and
actual social relationships (Perlman and Peplau, 1981, p. 39;
de Jong-Gierveld, 1998; Valtorta and Hanratty, 2012, p. 518),
involves intimate, relational and collective dimensions (Cacioppo
et al., 2015). Like wellbeing, loneliness also predicts a range of
mental and physical health outcomes (Cacioppo and Hawkley,
2003; Murberg, 2004; Hawkley and Cacioppo, 2010, p. 219;
Wang et al., 2018, p. 11), including depression (Lee et al.,
2021). Loneliness may also make people perceive themselves
as having poor social skills, which leads to low self-esteem
(Cacioppo et al., 2000), which may consequently decrease
wellbeing (Apaolaza et al., 2013, p. 5).

Therefore, interventions which can enhance wellbeing and
prevent or reduce loneliness are of high interest to help
individuals and reduce the burden on public health. Psychological
interventions have been developed to improve wellbeing (Weiss
et al., 2016) and which show promise for reducing loneliness
(Masi et al., 2011). However, most psychological interventions
require support from expert clinicians, which is expensive and
might not be accessible to all people. Less costly, scalable ways of
supporting people to enhance their own wellbeing and address
loneliness are also desirable.

Giving kindness, receiving kindness and creative activities
(three elements of the KBP project evaluated in our study) have
all been shown to improve wellbeing. Performing kind acts, such
as holding a door for another, greeting strangers or helping
others with academic work, has been found to improve wellbeing
(Otake et al., 2006; Layous et al., 2013, p. 1299; Ouweneel
et al., 2014; Layous et al., 2017; Curry et al., 2018, p. 4; Kaffke,
2018). It is suggested that kind behaviors that are courteous or
altruistic may help people recognize their abilities to help others,
which cultivates positive feelings to themselves (Lyubomirsky
et al., 2005b). Consequently, positive experiences may promote
positive emotions in the long term, leading to a higher level
of wellbeing (Pressman et al., 2015). As well as the person
performing the kind act, people who receive kindness could

Abbreviations: KBP, Kindness by Post; GBV, Great British Valentines;
SWEMWBS, Short Warwick-Edinburgh Mental Wellbeing Scale; UCLA,
University of California at Los Angeles; GBS, General Belongingness Scale; UCL,
University College London.

also have improved wellbeing. People who received kindness
have been found to show higher levels of smiling expressions,
which reflected more sincere joy, compared to those who did not
interact with people performing kind acts (Pressman et al., 2015).
A thematic analysis found that receiving kindness was reported
to increase wellbeing beyond experiencing pleasure but also self-
confidence, self-actualization and sense of mastery (Filep et al.,
2017). In addition to enhancing wellbeing, acts of kindness may
also connect the giver and receiver because the receiver may feel
acknowledged and valued by the giver. Furthermore, engaging in
something new such as doing creative work is also encouraged as
a way to improve wellbeing. Conner et al. (2018) demonstrated
that people who had done more creative activities (e.g., artistic
ones) or developed original ideas reported a higher level of
daily flourishing. Therefore, creative acts may help to achieve a
positive mood and improve wellbeing, particularly if these acts
also provide an opportunity to give and receive kindness.

If kind acts can enhance people’s wellbeing, it is worthwhile
organizing such kindness activities into more extensive and
comprehensive programs in the general population (Sin and
Lyubomirsky, 2009). Previous research has only demonstrated an
overall small positive effect size of kindness acts on primarily the
actors (Curry et al., 2018, p. 19), and there is limited evidence
showing the psychological impacts on receiving kindness from
strangers. There is a lack of evidence regarding the effects of
kindness programs where people both perform kind acts to
strangers and receive kindness from strangers, and whether this
mutuality leads to bigger impacts on wellbeing and loneliness
than only giving or receiving kindness. Importantly too, although
there is growing evidence suggesting that kindness to strangers
leads to wellbeing promotion (Dunn et al., 2008), there is
still insufficient understanding about the potential mechanisms
underlying the relationships between kind acts toward strangers
and enhancement of people’s wellbeing. Therefore, it is essential
to further investigate the experiences of kind acts for improving
wellbeing. Furthermore, kindness behaviors can provide social
support in which people encounter social interactions. Cacioppo
et al. (2015) noted that actions that provide mutual social
support and increase social interactions with others could reduce
loneliness. Concerning the strong associations between loneliness
and wellbeing (Houghton et al., 2016; Emerson et al., 2020), it
is also worth determining whether simple kindness behaviors
could build connectedness between individuals, which may be an
effective means to reduce loneliness.

This study will add to the developing evidence base regarding
acts of kindness to and from strangers in promoting wellbeing
and reducing loneliness. It aims to examine the effectiveness of
a brief, self-administrated kindness program that was organized
among the general population. The public health program ‘KBP’
is run nationally online across the UK by the Mental Health
Collective (MHC), a non-profit community interest company. In
the KBP project, participants send a handmade or bought card
that includes kind messages to a randomly allocated stranger,
and receive a similar card from a different randomly allocated
stranger, who is likely to be a different person. It has been used
in a variety of social contexts, including for new students at
university, for the public during the COVID-19 lockdown, and
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for people observing Ramadan. This study used data collected in
a card exchange for Valentine’s Day in 2020—the ‘Great British
Valentine’ (GBV). The exchange sought to help participants at
a time which may be difficult for many, as people without a
partner or in a troubled romantic relationship may experience
low mood or loneliness during the Valentine’s Day period (Otnes
et al., 1994). The KBP project mobilizes several mechanisms for
improving wellbeing, discussed above. First, it involves an act of
kindness to a stranger, which has an established evidence base for
improving wellbeing. Second, in contrast to most random acts of
kindness projects, KBP also has a reciprocal element of giving and
receiving, which may increase connections with others. Third,
the creative element of card-making and kind message-writing
in KBP may also be helpful for wellbeing promotion. As an
inexpensive, potentially highly scalable program, it is therefore of
substantial interest to evaluate the KBP project and understand
how it is experienced by participants.

Mixed methods, combining quantitative and qualitative
approaches, were used to evaluate the KBP project. There are two
main research questions in the quantitative analysis: (1) What are
the impacts of taking part in the KBP project on participants’
wellbeing, loneliness, hope and sense of belongingness; and
(2) whether baseline loneliness, the extent of participation in
the card exchange and age relate to wellbeing changes? Our
primary hypothesis is that participants would have an increase
in wellbeing, measured by the Short Warwick-Edinburgh Mental
Wellbeing Scale (SWEMWBS) (Stewart-Brown et al., 2009), from
baseline to follow-up after taking part in the KBP project.
Regarding secondary outcomes, we hypothesize that participants’
scores on measures of loneliness, hope and belongingness will
improve from baseline to follow-up following the card exchange.
Additionally, it is hypothesized that people with lower baseline
loneliness scores would have more improvements in wellbeing
at follow-up. It is also predicted that people who both sent and
received a card would have more improvements in wellbeing
compared to those who partially took part in the program (who
only gave or only received a card). Lastly, the KBP is predicted to
be equally effective across all age groups.

We will use qualitative analysis of participants’ free texts
online comments to explore their experience of this program, its
perceived benefits and the potential mechanisms by which any
perceived effects may have been achieved.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Study Design and Setting
The current study reports an analysis using anonymized data
collected by the KBP program organizers in the 2020 GBV card
exchange. The research comprises a cohort study, employing a
within-subject design.

Participants
All participants in GBV who completed pre- and post-outcome
measures were included in this study. To take part in GBV,
people had to be aged 16 years or above with a postal address
in the United Kingdom; there were no other exclusion criteria.

Participants were required to sign up for GBV online. Consistent
with our ethical approval, the current study only used the data
from the adult participants, aged 18 or above.

Ethical Approvals
The study was approved by the UCL Research Ethics Committee
on 9th July 2020 (REC reference 18307/001).

Procedure
The GBV card exchange was broadly advertised in newspapers,
broadcast, and social media. People who were interested in
this project could sign up on the MHC website. Participants
registered to take part were first invited to complete the ‘Before
questionnaire’ online. They were informed that the data could
be shared with external organizations anonymously for research
purposes. People gave their consent to this by proceeding with
the questionnaire. The baseline data collection was conducted
from the 12th of January to the 14th of February 2020. One
week before Valentine’s Day, each participant was asked to send
a homemade card or letter with goodwill messages to a stranger
who was randomly allocated by a computer algorithm. The
stranger’s postal address and instructions regarding how to send
a card were sent to the participant’s account. In return, each
participant would receive a card from another stranger during
the week of Valentine’s Day. If participants had not received a
card, there was a back-up system that allowed participants to
ask the program organizers to arrange for a ‘replacement’ card
from a volunteer. Participants were informed that there was
no guarantee of receiving a card because the sending process
from the stranger was completely voluntary, and not receiving
a card was nothing personal. Participants could withdraw from
the project at any time they wished. After the card exchange,
participants were contacted again by email on the 26th February
and invited to complete the online ‘After Questionnaire.’ They
were reminded again about their anonymized data being shared
and that they could give their consent by completing the
questionnaire. Participants were sent a second reminder by email
if they did not respond to the questionnaires. The follow-up
data collection was closed on the 2nd March 2020. Participants
responding outside the data collection windows were excluded
from the analysis.

Measures
At baseline and follow-up, participants completed online self-
report measures of:

• Wellbeing, using the 7-item Short Warwick-Edinburgh
Mental Wellbeing Scale (SWEMWBS) (Stewart-Brown
et al., 2009);

• Loneliness, using the 3-item University of California at Los
Angeles (UCLA) Loneliness Scale version-3 (Russell, 1996);

• Belongingness, using four items drawn from the General
Belongingness Scale (GBS) (Malone et al., 2012);

• Hope, using a single item from the Beck Depression
Inventory (Beck et al., 1996).

Participants reported their gender, ethnicity and age group at
baseline. They reported whether or not they had sent and had
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received a card and provided brief free-text feedback about their
experiences of the project at follow-up. There were four questions
covering the specific sending or receiving experiences as well as
their overall impressions and suggestions for the project. Further
information regarding the study measures and how they were
scored is provided in Supplementary Material 1.

All data were downloaded into a Microsoft Excel file by
KBP staff. Free-text data were checked to remove any personally
identifying information, such as names. Multiple and duplicate
responses from the same person were identified by checking
the sources such as email addresses of the responses. For
participants who completed the measures more than once at
the same timepoint in either before- or after-questionnaires,
all their responses were removed, unless the responses at the
same timepoint were identical, then one of the responses was
saved. An anonymized dataset was thus produced, containing
no personal identifiers or codes that could be used to link the
data back to identifiable individuals. This anonymized dataset
was then shared with the researcher at UCL through the secure
UCL Dropbox system.

Quantitative Analysis
We summarize demographic characteristics of the sample
as well as baseline and follow up measures of wellbeing,
loneliness, sense of belonging and hope using descriptive
statistics. To explore how representative our sample was of
GBV participants, we compared participants who had completed
both before and after questionnaires with those who had only
completed the before questionnaire using linear regression and
chi squared tests.

We used Pearson’s and Spearman’s rank correlation tests to
check that our four outcome measures of wellbeing, loneliness,
sense of belonging and hope were not collinear to each other
at baseline: i.e., that they were measuring distinct, different
concepts, and that it is therefore of interest to treat and report
them all as separate outcomes in our paper. We used an
established threshold of | r| < 0.7 (Dormann et al., 2013) as
evidence that measures were not collinear.

We calculated standardized scores for wellbeing, loneliness
and sense of belonging at baseline and follow up, standardized by
the mean and standard deviation of the measure at baseline. For
each participant, we calculated changes in wellbeing, loneliness
and sense of belonging from baseline to follow up for scores
on both original and standardized scales as outcomes for
the analysis. Change in hope was recategorized into three
groups (negative change, no change, and positive change).
A new binary variable was generated based on the sending
and receiving experiences of the participant to represent the
level of participation in the program (full vs. partial; see
Supplementary Material 1).

For Research Question 1, we estimated change in wellbeing,
loneliness and sense of belonging from baseline to follow up
using separate linear regression models, without adjustment
for any covariates. Results are presented on both the original
measurement scale and as standardized effect sizes. We used
multinomial logistic regression to examine whether there was any
improvement in hope after taking part in the program.

To explore whether the program’s effectiveness was
associated with either baseline loneliness or full vs. partial
participation for Research Question 2, we fitted separate
univariable linear regression models with change in wellbeing
as the outcome and baseline loneliness and participation level
respectively as the single explanatory variable. In order to see
whether changes in wellbeing differ across age groups, we
conducted a univariable linear regression model with change
in wellbeing as the outcome and age group as the single
explanatory variable. We checked the assumptions of regression
models through the construction of appropriate histograms
and normal quantile plots. All analyses were performed
using Stata v16.

Qualitative Analysis
The current study uses the standards for reporting qualitative
research (SRQR) to report the qualitative analysis (O’Brien
et al., 2014). This study used a thematic analysis to capture
the pattern of the meaning of the experiences and feedback
reflected by the participants. The qualitative analysis processes
were guided by the thematic approach developed by Braun and
Clarke (2012). There were 388 participants who completed the
after-questionnaire, which contained the free-text responses, and
the current analysis used the transcripts of the 289 participants
who completed both before- and after- questionnaires (see
Figure 1). However, the other 99 transcripts were also checked
once a coding frame had been developed to determine
whether there were any additional novel and distinctive codes
generated. The qualitative transcripts were analyzed using NVivo
software version 12.

Unit of Analysis
All free-text comments to the four questions were merged as
an individual transcript for each participant. All 289 participant
transcripts were analyzed.

Researcher Characteristics and Reflexivity
The lead researcher (CW), who had the main role in coding
the transcripts, has an academic psychology background. Her
personal experience of loneliness and lack of belongingness
during time living abroad alone for several years made her
interested in determining whether the KBP project made people
feel more connected to another. The other two researchers
involved in analysis of qualitative data are academic researchers
with anthropology (EP) and social work (BL-E) backgrounds
and are the Coordinator and a Co-investigator of the UKRI-
funded Loneliness and Social Isolation in Mental Health Research
Network, respectively. They were involved in the discussion
regarding the coding framework and brought their perspectives
from their own personal, professional and academic experiences
to the analysis. All the researchers had participated in KBP,
which helped them better understand what people reflected in
the transcripts.

Data Analysis
The current study utilized both inductive and deductive
approaches. Regarding the inductive analysis, the lead researcher
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FIGURE 1 | Participants included in the Kindness by Post analyses.

first read through all the transcripts to become intimately
familiar with the data sets’ contents and made some preliminary
notes on the initial insights relevant to the research questions.
For deductive analysis, there were some preliminary concepts
(Supplementary Material 2) regarding the potential impacts of
the KBP project proposed by the key stakeholder, the MHC. The

preliminary concepts were considered as codes while analyzing
the qualitative data.

Codes relevant to the research questions were generated
inductively and deductively based on the semantic meaning of
the responses and the latent meaning or the interpretation of
the contents. The codes could be modified iteratively throughout
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the coding process to accommodate new ideas. After the codes
were created, a cluster of codes sharing unifying features were
combined into a higher-level subtheme or theme depending
on how well it described a coherent and meaningful pattern
in the data. The codes arising from the transcripts and the
theme framework were discussed with other researchers to
achieve a consensus, which would enhance the trustworthiness
and credibility of the results. Themes concerning the research
questions were reviewed and adjusted to capture better the overall
tone of the entire dataset. Finally, the patterns and relationships
of the themes were interpreted. The participation level (full or
partial) was also added as an attribute of classification to the
participants. Commonalities and variations of the themes were
compared between participants in different participation groups.

RESULTS

Quantitative Results
There were 1239 participants who registered online to take part in
the KBP card exchange, of which 709 had valid baseline measures,

and 289 had both valid baseline and follow-up measures. Details
regarding the number of individuals at each stage of the project
are provided in Figure 1.

Descriptive Characteristics
For the participants in our study who completed both
questionnaires, most people (N = 254, 88%) were aged
between 18 and 60 years, with equal numbers (44%) in
the 19–40 and 41–60 categories. Most participants were
female (N = 271, 94%) and white (N = 278, 96%). The mean
wellbeing score for these participants was 20.7 (SD = 3.48)
at baseline and was 21.5 (SD = 3.86) at follow-up. Eighty
one percent (N = 229) of participants sent and received a
card, and 19% (N = 54) only sent but did not receive one.
Hardly anybody (N = 6) received a card but did not send
one. Compared to the people who only completed the before-
questionnaire, participants completing both questionnaires were
generally older and had a lower baseline sense of belonging.
There was also weak evidence that more completers were
female. There was no evidence of any other differences
between completers and non-completers. Table 1 shows

TABLE 1 | Demographic characteristics and baseline measures of participants.

Non-completers: (N = 420) Completers: (N = 289) Difference between non-completers vs. completers

Demographic characteristics

N(%) N(%) *P-value

Age
(years)

19–40 32(55%) 127(44%) 0.007

41–60 156(37%) 127(44%)

Over 60 32(8%) 35(12%)

Gender Female 372(89%) 271(94%) 0.061

Male 41(10%) 16(6%)

Non-binary, prefer not to say 7(2%) 2(1%)

Ethnicity White 384(91%) 278(96%) 0.090

Black 6(1%) 0(0%)

Asian 16(4%) 5(2%)

Mixed 10(2%) 4(1%)

Other 4(1%) 2(1%)

Baseline measures

Mean(SD) Mean(SD) Estimated difference (95%CI) #P-value

Wellbeing 20.4(3.61) 20.7(3.48) 0.41(–0.24 to 0.83) 0.283

Loneliness 6.02 (1.87) 5.99(1.83) –0.63(0.30 to 0.25) 0.848

Sense of belonging 18.9 (5.42) 17.8(5.34) –0.95(–1.92 to –0.31) 0.007

N(%) N(%) *P-value

Hope 0 17(4%) 9(3%) 0.726

1 54(13%) 34(12%)

2 129(31%) 83(29%)

3 220(52%) 163(56%)

Non-completers, participants completing only before-questionnaire. Completers, participants completing both before- and after-questionnaires; N, number; %,
percentage; SD, standard deviation.
*Pearson Chi-squared test.
#Linear regression model.
Responses for hope were coded as 0, 1, 2, and 3, and greater score means higher level of hope.
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participants’ descriptive statistics summarized according to
completer status.

Analysis for Research Question 1
A simple linear regression provided strong evidence that
participants had greater wellbeing after taking part in the
program (estimated change from baseline to follow-up: 0.77; 95%
CI: 0.44–1.10; p < 0.001; standardized effect size = 0.21). Baseline
measures of our secondary outcomes were not collinear with
wellbeing or each other (see Table 2), so we proceeded to analysis
of our secondary outcomes: loneliness, hope and belongingness.

There was strong evidence that loneliness scores decreased
from baseline to follow-up (estimated change: –0.28; 95% CI: –
0.43 to –0.13; p < 0.001; standardized effect size = 0.15), and sense
of belonging also improved (estimated change: 1.98; 95% CI:
1.44–2.52; p < 0.001; standardized effect size = 0.37). Although
the majority of participants (n = 203, 70%) reported no change
in hope, and the probability of no change was greater than three
times the probability of experiencing a positive change in hope
(relative risk ratio for positive change vs. no change: 0.32; 95%
CI: 0.24–0.42; p < 0.001), there was also strong evidence that
an increase in hope was three times more likely than a decrease
(relative risk ratio: 3.10; 95% CI: 1.89–5.06; p < 0.001). Table 3
provides further details.

Analysis for Research Question 2
There was no evidence that baseline loneliness was associated
with wellbeing improvements (p = 0.751) or that level of
participation in the project was related to wellbeing changes
(p = 0.587). There was no evidence that change in wellbeing
differed across age groups (global p = 0.379). Please see Table 3
for further details.

Qualitative Results
Four overarching themes were identified with the 289 transcripts:
motivators, potential mechanisms, project impacts, evaluations
and suggestions for improvements (see Table 4). There were
no additional codes or themes added after checking the
other 99 transcripts.

Theme 1. Motivators
The first theme captures the reasons why participants decided to
take part in the project.

TABLE 2 | Correlations between baseline wellbeing, loneliness, sense of
belonging and hope.

Wellbeing Loneliness Sense of belonging Hope

Wellbeing 1

Loneliness | r| = 0.566 1

Sense of belonging | r| = 0.662 | r| = 0.618 1

Hope | rs | = 0.567 | rs | = 0.469 | rs | = 0.502 1

| r|, Pearson correlation coefficient. | rs |, Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient.
p < 0.001 for all correlations.

Sub-Theme 1a. Altruism
Participants perceived that the KBP project could help others,
which motivated them to initiate the kindness behaviors and
take part. They considered that their kindness of sending a card
would benefit others; for example, ‘It is a brilliant way to show
kindness and help uplift a stranger (ID32).’ Some participants also
noted that taking part in the project gave them an opportunity to
show care toward others, ‘I hoped the recipient knew someone was
thinking about them (ID41).’

Sub-Theme 1b. Anticipate Receiving
Participants stated that taking part in this exchange program
enabled them to look forward to receiving a handmade card from
a strange. Responders wrote that ‘I looked forward to receiving
the card all week and checked the post more often than I normally
would (ID206).’

Sub-Theme 1c. Difficult Time
Some participants reflected that they faced mental difficulties,
stress or low mood when the project was advertised. Therefore,
they hoped to take part in this positive project with an expectation
of feeling more encouraged. One responder commented that
‘Valentine’s Day was a sad day for me this year (ID187).’
Participants also felt lonely during Valentine’s Day, making them
more willing to connect to the world, ‘As a single person, I guess I
can feel a little left out on Valentine’s Day (ID179).’

Theme 2. Potential Mechanisms
Participants described four potential mechanisms that may
influence their experience of the program.

Sub-Theme 2a. Pleasure in Making a Card
Many participants mentioned that they enjoyed the processes of
making a card because they could slow down and spend time
being creative and making artistic items. This process promoted
self-care. Participants wrote that ‘I loved making the card and
being creative (ID72); It made me think what would make me
happy (ID164).’

Sub-Theme 2b. Pleasure in Sending a Card
Some people stated that they enjoyed giving something that
others might find helpful, ‘I sent two cards, and both individually
handmade by me, and if it brightened someone’s day, then I’m
delighted (ID28).’

Sub-Theme 2c. Individual Fulfillment
Participants obtained personal fulfillment by taking part in such
a meaningful and national-wide project. The sending experiences
made them feel proud of themselves, ‘Sending someone a card of
good wishes made me feel useful (ID35).’

Sub-Theme 2d. Appreciate Other’s Thoughts and Behaviors
A substantial number of participants commented that it was
really nice to receive a card from a stranger, and they appreciated
others making beautiful handmade cards with thoughtful
messages; they felt cared for by others, ‘Really appreciated the
words and effort (ID84).’

Theme 3. Project Impacts
This theme captures the perceived project impacts.
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TABLE 3 | Estimated change in wellbeing, loneliness, belonging and hope and associations with change in wellbeing.

Change from baseline to follow up

Baseline
Mean (SD)

Follow up
Mean (SD)

Estimated change
(95% CI)

P-value Standardized effect size
(95% CI)

Wellbeing 20.7 (3.48) 21.5 (3.86) 0.77 (0.44 to 1.10) <0.001 0.21 (0.12 to 0.30)

Loneliness 5.99 (1.83) 5.71 (1.81) –0.28 (–0.43 to –0.13) <0.001 0.15 (0.07 to 0.23)

Sense of belonging 17.8 (5.34) 19.8 (5.52) 1.98 (1.44 to 2.52) <0.001 0.37 (0.27 to 0.46)

Change in hope
N (%)

Relative risk ratio
(95% CI)

P-value –

Hope
Positive change
No change *
Negative change

65 (22%)
203 (70%)
21 (7%)

0.32 (0.24 to 0.42)
–

0.10 (0.07 to 0.16)

<0.001
–

<0.001

–
–
–

Association with change in wellbeing

Change in wellbeing
Mean (SD)

Estimated difference/association
(95% CI)

P-value –

Loneliness at baseline – –0.03 (–0.21 to 0.15) 0.751 –

Participation level
Full (N = 229) *
Partial (N = 60)

0.82 (2.70)
0.59 (3.30)

–
–0.22 (–1.03 to 0.58)

–
0.587

–
–

Age (years)
19–40 (N = 127) *
41–60 (N = 127)
Over 60 (N = 35)

0.95 (2.91)
0.75 (2.94)
0.20 (1.99)

–
–0.20 (–0.90 to 0.50)
–0.75 (–1.81 to 0.31)

0.379
–

SD, standard deviation; CI, confidence interval; N, number. %, percentage.
Standardized scores for baseline and follow up were calculated using the mean and SD of the baseline measure.
*Reference group.

Sub-Theme 3a. Positive Affective Impacts
Participants had positive changes in their mood by taking part
in the project. They felt joyful, excited, warmed and inspired
after the card-exchange, ‘It gave me a lovely warm feeling for days
afterward (ID144).’

Sub-Theme 3b. Feel the Self Is Special and Valued
Receiving a card and performing a highly meaningful task
that benefited others made people feel valued and special

TABLE 4 | Themes generated regarding how KBP was experienced by
participants and how KBP achieved the benefits.

Overarching theme Sub-theme

(1) Motivators (1a) Altruism

(1b) Anticipate receiving

(1c) Difficult time

(2) Potential
Mechanisms

(2a) Pleasure in making a card

(2b) Pleasure in sending a card

(2c) Individual fulfillment

(2d) Appreciate other’s thoughts and behaviors

(3) Project impacts (3a) Positive affective impacts

(3b) Feel the self is special and valued

(3c) Connection

(3d) Negative experiences

(4) Evaluations and
suggestions for
improvements

(4a) Positive project evaluations

(4b) Unpredictable

(4c) Suggestions for improvements

to themselves and others, ‘Receiving it made me feel very
special (ID88).’

Sub-Theme 3c. Connection
Participants reflected that the exchange program provided an
opportunity to connect to others despite being strangers. Hence,
they felt less lonely: ‘I feel connected to my ‘senders,’ even though
I don’t know them (ID200); It made me feel less lonely in the
world (ID12).’ Participants also found that the project restored
their faith in humanity: ‘Restored some faith in the kindness of
people (ID162).’

Sub-Theme 3d. Negative Experiences
There were only few negative experiences compared to positive
impacts reported in the responses. Some people felt sad
when they did not receive a card, ‘I found it hard not
receiving a card. Felt disappointed and sad (ID136).’ Others
felt disappointed getting an inappropriate card, “upon opening
I got a little disheartened as the person clearly hadn’t put
as much effort in (ID54).” Additionally, the stress felt when
attempting to make a good card was also a negative experience
for some, ‘I felt quite pressured to create something worthy of
sending (ID68).’

Theme 4. Evaluations and Suggestions for
Improvements
This theme describes participants’ appraisal of the
project and participants’ advice for improving it in
the future.
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Sub-Theme 4a. Positive Project Evaluations
Participants commented that they loved the idea of the project,
which was relatively simple in its procedures but was highly
positive and spread kindness, ‘I love the idea of random acts of
kindness (ID53)’; ‘Such a great movement (ID185).’

Sub-Theme 4b. Unpredictable
Participants noted many uncertainties in the project. For
example, they were unsure about the recipient’s responses when
receiving the card, ‘Weird to not know how they were received
(ID3).’ Moreover, participants understood that there was no
guarantee of receiving a card, which may be a risk for those who
were vulnerable and did not receive a card, ‘It could devastate
someone who is very lonely and depressed if they did not get one
(ID72).’

Sub-Theme 4c. Suggestions for Improvements
Participants provided some suggestions for improving the
project. For example, they considered that improving the project’s
publicity and providing participants with confirmation that their
card had been received, and that they would receive a back-
up card if they requested one, could be useful. They suggested
that the back-up system would raise a second expectation of
receiving a card, but it might even be hurtful if the additional
card was not received; thus, this back-up system should be
further developed. Further details about the stranger, such as their
age or more personalized information, might be helpful when
making the cards.

Overall, few substantial differences were observed in
participants’ program experiences with different participation
levels (sent and received/sent but not received/not sent but
received). However, among the six participants who did
not send but did receive a card, none of them identified
the project could be an altruistic action, and this group
exclusively reported the code of guilt (see Supplementary
Material 3). Moreover, compared to the others, participants
who sent but did not receive a card responded more about the
disappointment of not receiving a card and had less positive
affective emotions. People who sent and received a card reported
more individual fulfillments compared to the other two groups.
Further details about the themes and codes can be found in
Supplementary Material 3.

DISCUSSION

Main Findings and Interpretations
The current study evaluated a nationwide participatory public
mental health project and has provided preliminary indications
that the KBP project may help improve people’s wellbeing,
loneliness and sense of belonging. The 0.77-point increase
on the SWEMWBS measure for the KBP only has a small
standardized effect size just above 0.2; however, this meets
established thresholds for a meaningful, non-negligible change
(Shah et al., 2018). The results also suggest that, although
this project might not affect any change in hope for most
people, taking part in the project is more likely to result in
increased hope for the future than a loss of hope. Contrary

to the hypotheses, the results provided no evidence that
the level of loneliness at baseline affected the impacts of
GBV on participants’ wellbeing. There was also no evidence
of differences in wellbeing outcomes between people who
sent and received a card and those who only gave or only
received a card.

Although there was, on average, a small change in wellbeing
and loneliness found in the quantitative results, the experiences
shared in the qualitative results suggested that the experience
of taking part in the project could be joyous and warm,
which had quite large and sustained affective impacts for
some. Qualitative and quantitative results both suggested that
sending the kindness cards in this project could improve
wellbeing, which further supported the evidence in the previous
literature that performing acts of kindness promotes wellbeing
and affective emotions (Curry et al., 2018, p. 4). Furthermore,
the qualitative results indicated that the process of making
and sending was highly positive for people, with engaging in
a creative act and helping others both being important to
many participants. These observations may help explain the
quantitative finding that improvements in wellbeing were not
different for those who only gave a card from those who
also received one.

The qualitative results also revealed some potential
mechanisms explaining how the KBP project may have
helped people improve wellbeing and loneliness. First, the
participants perceived the project to be an altruistic action
benefiting others, which motivated them to send cards to
strangers. Participants could increase personal fulfillment by
thinking that they were performing a significantly meaningful
task to help others, increasing their self-esteem and happiness.
This finding aligns with the previous literature noting that people
could derive satisfaction and gain more resources from the
kindness behaviors that help others, which makes them happy
(Curry et al., 2018, p. 11).

The findings also illustrated that enjoyment in making
cards allowed people respite from the pressures of life and
spend time being creative, which promoted self-care and made
them feel joyful. This observation agrees with some studies
proposing that engaging in creative activities may enhance
positive mood and make people flourish (Dunn et al., 2008;
Forgeard and Eichner, 2014). The card-making processes enabled
people to search for positive quotes, poems and goodwill
messages to write kind words, and it also allowed them to
make an artistic card creatively. Lomas (2016) suggested that
art and literature integrate the essence of humanity, and such
artistic expression and appreciation helps people make sense
of their lives and enriches their experiences, both of which
can substantially improve wellbeing. Ryan and Deci (2000) also
proposed that engaging in creative activities could satisfy the need
for autonomy, which may boost wellbeing. Creatively developing
good ideas offers a sense that one could master a piece of
work. This self-sufficiency might evoke the positive emotions of
pleasure and pride (Amabile et al., 2005, p. 369), which are the
key components in wellbeing enhancement.

Gratitude for others’ efforts for the kind messages and
handmade cards was also shown to not only make people
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feel excited and warmed while receiving, but it also enabled
them to feel special and cherished. Consequently, participants
could establish a close connection with the sender and the
world because they felt cared for and loved by others. The
benefits of receiving kindness that have been evidenced were
mainly about the positive affective impacts (Lyubomirsky and
Layous, 2013; Pressman et al., 2015; Nadler, 2017) or one’s
self-efficacy, feeling of fulfillment and closeness in intimate
relationships (Gleason et al., 2003, p. 1042). The qualitative
results in this study suggested that receiving kindness from
the KBP could improve wellbeing, and it could also help
with the collective aspects of loneliness that people felt more
included in society. However, due to the positive impacts
of receiving kindness, the experiences of not receiving a
card might be a potential barrier to the project’s benefits
for some people.

Strengths and Limitations
This study is novel in utilizing a mixed-methods design to
understand how kindness acts in a public mental health
project improve wellbeing and reduce loneliness for both the
giver and the receiver. It provides insight into the potential
mechanisms explaining which components in the kind acts
could enhance wellbeing and reduce loneliness. It also has the
significant advantage of using nationwide data to explore the
effectiveness of a public program involving acts of kindness for
promoting general wellbeing and social connection in a large
social community.

Despite these strengths, there are still some limitations
identified in this study. First, there was no control group in
this pre–post study. As a result, it is not possible to draw
strong inferences about the effectiveness of the KBP intervention
(Fitz-Gibbon and Morris, 1987), i.e., it is unclear whether
the improvements in wellbeing and loneliness were entirely
attributed to the impacts of taking part in KBP, or people merely
felt better after Valentine’s Day – for instance, because Valentine’s
Day was over, or with the flourish of spring.

Regarding the study measures: to maintain a good response
rate, the questionnaire was designed to be sufficiently brief to
capture the four individual outcomes (Edwards et al., 2002).
Thus, there were a limited number of questions extracted from
the structured measures for belongingness and hope, which
might potentially reduce the measures’ reliability (Goodman
et al., 2015). This brief-measure issue was particularly prominent
when analyzing hope. Merely including a single item made it less
sensitive for discriminating the change in hope over time, which
might explain why most participants reported no change in hope.
Moreover, this study only used brief online free-text responses for
the qualitative analysis. The content in these materials was not
always clear or in-depth; hence, it might be difficult to capture a
full understanding of the experiences of the project.

Regarding the participants of KBP, participants in the current
datasets were mostly white and female, potentially because
the project was called ‘Great British Valentines,’ which failed
to attract some ethnic minority groups from distinct cultures
or religions that do not celebrate Valentine’s Day. Therefore,
the results might not generalize to ethnic minorities or to

men. In addition, the insufficient number of people from non-
White British ethnic groups does not allow us to explore
whether this cultural homogeneity may enhance the program’s
effects, if a card is received from someone with some shared
cultural experience and perspectives, or conversely whether
exchanges with people different from oneself are even more
connecting and powerful. Furthermore, we lacked data about
other characteristics of interest for participants, for instance
their socio-economic or marital/partnership status, with which
to describe our sample or explore potential moderators of the
program’s effects. Regarding the data available to the researchers,
participants who continued to complete the questionnaire at
follow-up were generally older and had a lower level of
belongingness than those who only completed the baseline
measures. Therefore, there might be an attrition bias in the
study data. Additionally, there were only six people who did
not send but received a card. Therefore, this study might miss
the experiences shared by this group, and whether the KBP
helped them was unclear. Finally, the collection date for the
‘After questionnaire’ was only 1 week after the intervention. This
study does not tell us whether the enhancement in wellbeing and
decrease in loneliness due to this project would be maintained
over the longer term.

Implications
Implications for Practice
The current study has shown that the KPB project has
the potential to enhance wellbeing and reduce loneliness for
the general population. This supports providing more KBP
card exchanges in more contexts in the future, particularly
during periods when people are vulnerable to mental or
physical difficulties due to social isolation or natural disasters
(Emerson et al., 2020), although sufficiently powered randomized
controlled trials are required to provide more robust evidence
on efficacy. It could be an inexpensive intervention to improve
public wellbeing and reduce loneliness worldwide for people
under the social isolation orders due to the COVID-19 pandemic
(Grover et al., 2020; Clair et al., 2021). The mean baseline
wellbeing score for the participants in the current study is
below population norms (Women: M = 23.7, SD = 3.99; Men:
M = 23.6, SD = 3.92) (Ng Fat et al., 2017), suggesting that
KBP was reaching people in need of help with improving
wellbeing, which supports the value of KBP as a beneficial
public health project.

However, our study suggests it may be helpful to strengthen
some procedures to maximize benefits and mitigate any negative
experiences of the KBP project. First, our qualitative findings
suggest that not receiving a card may reduce the likelihood of
project benefits. Therefore, strengthening the back-up system
to provide an additional card may be helpful, to ensure that
everyone could receive a card. It may also be helpful to set up
a way for participants to confirm online that they have sent a
card; otherwise, they could receive a reminder. Additionally, it
might be helpful for participants to know whether their card was
received by the recipient in a direct or indirect feedback system.
People may derive satisfaction from their kindness behaviors
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that are appreciated by others, potentially enhancing the project’s
effectiveness (Ouweneel et al., 2014; Curry et al., 2018, p. 11).

Implications for Research
Most importantly, it is desirable to utilize a more robust design
in future evaluations, such as randomized control trials that
introduce a comparison group to obtain more robust evidence
of the project’s effectiveness. To explore the generalizability of
our results, further research could recruit more participants with
various demographic characteristics and cultural backgrounds in
other KBP projects (such as currently planned MHC projects
aimed at Pentecostal Christian churches over Easter, a new trial
of Ramadan KBP or one for elderly people in care homes) to
obtain more evidence across a broader population. Comparisons
between demographic subgroups could potentially explore the
influence of cultural homogeneity on the effectiveness of the
KBP. It is also of interest for future evaluations to include a
wider range of measures including not only wellbeing, loneliness,
hope and sense of belonging, but also fulfillment, self-esteem and
the positive affective emotions that were the project’s impacts
as reported in the current qualitative results. More in-depth
qualitative interviews with participants are also necessary to help
understand the mechanisms and experiences better.

Another intriguing direction for future research would be to
analyze how long the positive outcomes are maintained after the
kindness interventions. The creative processes in the kindness
acts that promote wellbeing and affective emotions might last
no more than 2 days (Amabile et al., 2005; Conner et al., 2018).
Ouweneel et al. (2014) suggested that the effects of kindness
acts could lessen over time, whereas Seligman et al. (2005)
argued that such effects could last for several months. Therefore,
future research could potentially involve a longitudinal study
tracking the KBP project’s impacts. Additionally, the positive
outcomes of this project were achieved with participants whose
average wellbeing scores were nearly three quarters of a standard
deviation below the population norm (Ng Fat et al., 2017).
Therefore, future studies could investigate whether the KBP
might also work well specifically for people with depression.
Finally, researchers could also perform a cost-effectiveness study
for the KBP project to determine whether the modest gains
in wellbeing and loneliness found in this study represent good
value for money.

CONCLUSION

This study showed preliminary evidence that the KBP project
may enhance wellbeing and reduce loneliness. The sending
process seems to play a crucial role in the main positive
impacts of the project. Qualitative reports suggests that altruism
motivates people to initiate kindness behaviors, through which
people may obtain personal fulfillment, and this could potentially
enhance wellbeing. Moreover, receiving kindness enhances self-
esteem and enables participants to perceive a connection with
the sender who provides kindness, even though they are a
stranger and there is no ongoing contact. Thus, the social
connection might reduce participants’ loneliness. Therefore,

this study supports providing future KBP projects, as a new
initiative that is not only simple and cheap but may also be
powerful for wellbeing promotion and loneliness prevention
in the community.
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