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Abstract 
Starting from concerns about the mental health and 
wellbeing of college students, I discuss ongoing work 
wherein my research team is exploring how we can 
draw from the precepts of positive psychology, to 
design and evaluate digital technologies that may 
enhance students’ feelings of positivity and good will 
toward one another. In this sense we propose to 
counteract what are increasingly seen as negative 
impacts of pervasive digital experiences, by injecting 
into the digital interaction stream some activities that 
are explicitly aimed at promoting altruism, gratitude 
and other positive characteristics.  
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Introduction 
Digital technologies, whether web-based or available as 
a smartphone app, are ubiquitous in modern society. 
This is particularly true for the younger generation, who 
sometimes seem to live their lives with eyes glued to 
their phone screens, with constant monitoring and 
downloading of the latest games or other entertainment 
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and a huge variety of retail or other helper apps. We 
joke about a family vignette showing four co-located 
family members texting each other to coordinate as 
they prepare for a meal or other shared activity.  But 
clearly this is no joke, and valid concerns about “how 
much is too much” are now an important topic in HCI. 

In this brief position paper, I summarize elements of 
our ongoing design research to consider its possible 
implications for the general topic of digital wellbeing. 

Downsides of Living Digitally 
For many people, checking their smartphone is the first 
thing they do on waking, and this begins a day of 
personal activity that is frequently modulated by 
information sought or offered via the phone or some 
other mobile device. Many devices are both networked 
and interconnected, simplifying just-in-time access and 
interaction with most information-based activities. But 
while this ubiquitous digital support is clearly a 
convenience and potentially an aid to efficiency and to 
context-rich decision making, pervasive reliance on 
digital devices can be analyzed as a nexus of upsides 
and downsides [2]. Consistent with the orientation of 
this workshop I highlight several downsides. 

Self-Absorption 
Looking down at a phone screen is a socially isolating 
stance, suggesting that “I am busy”. Many of the apps 
that users rely on are reminding them of personal 
preferences, characteristics, tasks, schedule, game play 
and so on. The focus is inward, not on the surrounds. 

Digital Satisficing 
Because it’s easy to “just Google it” when a question 
comes up, we settle with what we get. I am not 

claiming that a quick search for information will yield 
false results, but certainly that is one possibility 
particularly when the information is tied to a larger 
value system such as retail, politics or entertainment. 
What’s more, we miss out on the benefits and side 
effects of personal problem solving. 

Immediate Gratification 
Related to satisficing is the constant experience of 
immediate gratification. When we rarely have to 
expend much effort into getting answers to everyday 
requests, this can become something we expect to be 
true in other situations and indeed in general. In 
educational settings, students now sometimes simply 
refuse (or need cajoling) to engage in the extended 
problem solving needed to build deep knowledge. 

Confronting our Digital Detritus 
Our interactions with digital technologies are constantly 
leaving digital traces (“detritus”), whether these traces 
are visible or not. We often find ourselves confronting 
these traces, constantly evaluating what we (and 
others) have done in the past, and drawing conclusions 
regarding our own worthiness. At the best, we become 
more competitive, always trying to do better than 
before. At worst, we become depressed by how little we 
have been able to accomplish. 

Continuous Stimulation 
When your personal digital devices are always around, 
it is very easy to have constant information flow, 
whether as personal entertainment (e.g., music, 
games) or just the rhythmic updates of social media. 
Though it is quite easy to turn off notifications or other 
“push” mechanisms, rarely do we choose to do that. 



 

Injecting a Positivity Spin 
The design directions shared in my position paper were 
inspired by a branch of the social sciences known as 
positive psychology [7]. With my Ph.D. student Shipi 
Dhanorkar and my colleague Dr. Saeed Abdullah, we 
are exploring ways that a ubiquitous computing app 
might be used to promote more positive feelings and 
behavior among Penn State’s university students.  

Like many other student populations in the U.S., our 
Penn State student body suffer increasingly from 
anxiety, depression, and even suicidal thoughts. A 
recent survey estimates that 1 in 5 university students 
reported exposure to 6 or more highly stressful events; 
almost one quarter had considered suicide [4]. Also 
disturbing is frequent rudeness and disrespect shown 
by students in classrooms and other shared spaces 
[Ward & Yates]. Although many factors contribute to 
students’ mental health issues and incivility, some 
researchers have pointed to pervasive use of digital 
technologies, particularly social media, as a factor [6]. 

Positive psychology offers a wholly optimistic view of 
human nature, arguing that people want meaning and 
fulfillment in their lives, and that we can enhance 
people’s daily lives by understanding what makes them 
feel more positive and creating interventions to support 
such processes [8]. Research on such interventions 
suggests that one-off trainings may not be sufficient, 
but rather we need to find ways to more persistently 
guide people to positive experiences and feelings [3]. 
Somewhat ironically, because digital technologies are 
already ubiquitous (and may be contributing to a wide 
range of problematic feelings and behaviors), this 
delivery mechanism presents an opportunity to inject 

digitally-mediated activities that support persistent 
mood enhancement.  

We are currently considering ideas for smartphone 
apps, building on the already impressive success of 
health and wellbeing apps [5]. With this in mind, I offer 
several design features that a ubiquitous app might 
offer to inject a positivity spin into students’ digitally-
mediated lives. 

Celebrating My Good Deeds 
Analogous to other wellbeing trackers, a smartphone 
app might be used to record the small everyday good 
deeds a user enacts (e.g., helping someone with 
packages, paying for a stranger’s coffee). There are 
many interesting design issues concerning when and 
how a user would be willing to record such behaviors, 
but the opportunity is certainly worth pursuing. 

Stopping to Smell the Roses 
Notifications have become pervasive along with 
people’s reliance on smartphones and other digital 
devices. Just as a retail app can suggest good deals “in 
the neighborhood,”, a positivity app can suggest 
activities that might bring joy or pleasure, for example 
stopping by a garden when its flowers are in bloom. 
Again, there are many design challenges in managing 
such functionality, but the opportunity is there. 

Recognizing Others’ Good Deeds 
Positive psychology often focuses on expressions of 
gratitude as a way to improve one’s mood [1]. Just as 
an app might make it easy and fun to record one’s own 
helpful activities, the same sort of record could be 
made for others’ behaviors. Not only could this improve 



 

the user’s mood, but it also might encourage users to 
be more attentive to the social world around them. 

Putting a Happy Face on our Digital Detritus 
Like other digital services, a positivity app will create 
traces of users’ interactions. However, because the 
overarching goal is explicitly to make people feel better 
about themselves and others, a focus for user 
experience design would naturally be on presenting and 
interacting with such traces in ways that are 
themselves pleasurable and mood-raising. This leads to 
ideas both for how records of “good stuff” are 
visualized and what sorts of interactions are afforded. 

Digital Wellbeing in the Large 
The pervasive use of digital technologies is clearly a 
mixed bag, pointing to a rich set of both upsides and 
downside. However, these digitally-mediated activities 
are not going away. Currently the upsides outweigh the 
downsides, and users’ expectations and corresponding 
usage patterns are too ingrained to extinguish. Instead, 
we should analyze and confront the tradeoffs in an 
explicit way, engaging in creative design to provide a 
more balanced user experience.  
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