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ABSTRACT
Gaining an understanding of people’s diverse mental
health needs is essential for informing the design of
inclusive mental health technologies. However,
conversations about mental health experiences can be
challenging for both researchers and participants. We
present the design of visual cards that illustrate an
inclusive mental health concept to support researchers
and participants in understanding and sharing mental
health experiences. We illustrate the iterative design of
the visual cards with our reflections and feedback from
ethnically diverse participants. We found that designing
the visual cards fostered insightful reflections within the
design team regarding the roles of identity, gender, and
ethnicity in designing culturally sensitive content and
research. Participants from minority ethnic backgrounds
valued the illustrative elements of the visual cards and
highlighted the importance of supporting different
languages and visual cultures. We discuss use cases for
the visual cards and implications for designing culturally
sensitive mental health technologies.

Author Keywords
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CSS Concepts
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INTRODUCTION
The global Black Lives Matter movement and COVID-
19 pandemic have highlighted that people from minority
ethnic backgrounds are disproportionally affected by
sociocultural and structural inequalities in managing
their mental health [2, 22, 23]. Technologies provide
significant potential to transform mental health services
and self-care practices outside clinical settings [21].
However, the potential of technologies is intertwined
with digital inequalities [23], such as access to
technologies and skills of how to mindfully engage in
self-care. Mental health technologies that do not meet
the needs of ethnic minorities can not only widen
sociocultural gaps but also increase digital inequalities.

HCI researchers and UX practitioners apply a wide
range of methods, such as interviews, focus groups, and
co-design workshops, to gain a detailed understanding
of mental health needs as part of human-centred design
processes [1, 8, 11, 12, 17, 26-28]. However, eliciting
and articulating mental health experiences and needs
can be challenging in practice, for both participants and
researchers. On the one hand, participants are expected
to be able to grasp mental health constructs as part of

research processes within a relatively short period of
time, including informed consent procedures. However,
participants can have diverse levels of prior mental
health knowledge and metacognitive capacities to reflect
on subjective mental health experiences. For example,
Linney et al. [18] have documented varying preferences
to share lived experiences of mental illness and diverse
views of mental illness management within a Somali
community. On the other hand, researchers are typically
expected to strike a delicate balance between supporting
agency and providing scaffolding during conversations
with participants. However, researchers have varied
skills to manage power relationships: these
asymmetrical power dynamics [4, 15, 32] can make not
only participants but also researchers vulnerable [7].

Dialogical approaches [27] and methodological support
tools provide significant potential to facilitate
conversations between researchers and participants,
inform the design of culturally sensitive technologies,
and improve research outcomes. Prior work has
demonstrated the benefits of methodological tools in
different domains [3, 5, 9, 10, 19, 20, 29, 31]. For
example, Bekker and Antle [5] present a set of cards to
guide the design of technologies for children and Luger
et al. [20] present a series of ideation cards to foster
discussion on data protection regulations.

In this pictorial paper, we illustrate the iterative design
process of visual cards that draw on an inclusive and
holistic mental health concept to support researchers and
participants in understanding and sharing mental health
views and experiences.
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Our objective was to gain a detailed understanding of the mental 

health needs of local minority ethnic community organisations and 

their members. We aimed to support transparent and meaningful 

research experiences based on a shared understanding of what 

mental health entails. Our multicultural design team comprised    

HCI researchers and members of a digital arts centre and charity, 

including an artist and a creative writer. 

Research and Design Objectives

Drawing on a human-centred design process, we iteratively 

designed a set of visual cards. The design of the visual cards does 

not focus on a specific mental condition, such as depression, but 

centres on a holistic mental health concept according to Galderisi

et al. [14]. The design of the visual cards intends to support 

researchers and participants in applying bottom-up approaches to 

identify mental health and technology needs. The visual cards are 

composed of three parts: (1) descriptions to explain aspects of 

mental health; (2) illustrations to visualise the mental health 

descriptions; and (3) open-ended questions to foster reflections    

on mental health views and experiences. Due to the COVID-19 

pandemic, we used a website to present the visual cards and 

conducted phone interviews with 11 participants to receive 

feedback. Interview questions covered participants’ perceptions of 

the visual cards and suggestions for improvement. For example, P2 

explained that the text of the visual cards could be easily translated 

based on her prior work experience as a translator. P7 proposed to 

colour in illustrations to create a more positive look and feel. 

Interviews were audio recorded and thematically analysed [6]. A 

summary of findings was shared within the design team after each 

interview to iteratively inform the design of the visual cards.

Design Process

People from all over 
the world talk about 
their mental health 
in many ways

Tickets to talk about 
mental health

People may experience a 
wide range of emotions

Being able to cope with 
emotions can be helpful to 
support mental health

Being able to cope with emotions 
can require different skills



During the second evaluation phase, we explored the visual  

cards with members of an online community aimed for 

people from diverse ethnic backgrounds (P4-P11). The 

community was formed as a response to the global Black 

Lives Matter movement with the intention to provide a shared  

and safe place for employees from diverse ethnic 

backgrounds. Three participants described their ethnic 

background as Black African; three as mixed (Black/British, 

White/Chinese, Indo Mauritian); and two as Chinese.

The first evaluation phase involved three employees of local 

ethnic minority organisations. P1 described their ethnic 

background as Asian and reported working with different local 

multi-ethnic community organisations. P2 described their ethnic 

background as African working for a multicultural refugee 

organisation. P3 described their ethnic background as Asian and 

explained supporting a South Asian community that focused on 

the wellbeing of older adults. Future research will involve 

community-driven studies based on the visual cards with P1-P3.



What does mental health entail? 

“Mental health is a dynamic state of internal 
equilibrium which enables individuals to use their 
abilities in harmony with universal values of society. 
Basic cognitive and social skills; ability to recognize, 
express and modulate one’s own emotions, as well 
as empathize with others; flexibility and ability to 
cope with adverse life events and function in social 
roles; and harmonious relationship between body 
and mind represent important components of mental 
health which contribute, to varying degrees, to the 
state of internal equilibrium.” [14]

Mental health is something we all have. People 
from all over the world think and talk about their 
mental health in many ways. 

Human

Emotions

Mentally healthy people may experience a wide 
range of emotions: from happiness and excite-
ment to anger and fear. Our emotions can change 
over a period of time. 

The world around us may influence our emoti-
ons: our family, friends and work as well as food, 
the weather, and illness. 

Environment

Being able to cope with emotions can be helpful 
to support your mental health. For example, 
realising that you had a stressful day and 
deciding to go for a walk. 

Coping

Our abilities, such as being able to take care of 
a child or go to work, can influence our mental 
health. Sometimes we may need support to 
live a mentally healthy life. 

Support

If life events cause distress or trauma, people may 
develop mental illnesses. Mental illnesses can 
seriously affect people’s family, work and social 
lives. Anxiety disorder and depression are 
examples of common mental illnesses. 

Mental Illness

Inspired by an inclusive definition of mental 
health [14] and in collaboration with a 
creative writer, we have iteratively 
developed six themes to explain what mental 
health entails. These descriptions informed 
the design of visual cards, including 
illustrations and open-ended questions to 
elicit mental health views and experiences. 



Towards a Realistic Visual Style

Initially, we applied an abstract visual 

style not only because we aimed to explore a range of 

variations but also because it was unclear to us how we 

could appropriately illustrate people from diverse ethnic 

backgrounds. At later stages of the design process we 

transitioned towards a more realistic visual style as we 

learned more about our potential participants, studied 

local minority ethnic community leaflets with photos, 

received feedback on illustrations, and gained 

confidence in portraying people from diverse ethnic 

backgrounds over time. 

We transitioned towards a more realistic visual style 

since participants faced challenges to recognise cultural 

diversity in our initial abstract illustrations. Our objective 

was to find a visual language that is respectful and non-

judgmental. Looking at photo-graphic representations of 

real people helped manage our own preconceptions. 



Participants thought 
that the woman is 
looking into a mirror.

The third iteration shows clearer how 
a woman is having a video call. 

Lifestyles as Cultural Cues

These illustrations intend to help elicit reflections on 

technology usage and mental health and document shifts 

regarding gender and hairstyles. The illustrations 

particularly fostered discussion about the role of our 

gender and ethnic identity as designers. For example, the 

creator of the illustrations explained that the transition 

away from a woman with straight hair documents her 

tendency to draw images that might be interpreted as of 

white women. We engaged with the history, oppression, 

and sociocultural meaning of natural hairstyles [24] to 

inform our design work. 

Hairstyles as Cultural Cues

The design of the illustrations was a self-reflective learning 

process that encouraged us to discuss cases of cultural 

appropriation and cultural  appreciation. For example, an 

HCI researcher explained that football players like David 

Beckham and Zé Roberto inspired him to have braids as a 

teenager. The discourse on cultural appropriation focuses 

attention to understanding inequalities and harmful 

consequences of adopting elements of a non-dominant 

culture. We collaborated with colleagues and participants 

from minority ethnic backgrounds to respectfully draw on 

diverse visual cultures.   

Cultural Appropriation and Cultural Appreciation 



Objects of Daily Use as Cultural Cues

We created this series of illustrations to capture 

reflections on coping strategies. However, we 

found that the cultural cues and ambiguity caused 

some concern and confusion. Feedback suggested 

that the teacup and saucer can be perceived as 

strong references to the British tea culture, which 

encouraged us to learn more about drinking 

cultures across the world [30].

The next iteration is refined showing a woman 

holding a mug in her hands. Our intention of 

depicting a mug instead of a teacup was to 

expand the interpretation space: the actor 

might have a hot drink, such as tea, coffee, 

chocolate, or milk.   

In the third illustration the lady is wearing 

a head covering. Feedback suggested that the 

identity of the woman was unclear. Viewers 

associated South Asian and Slavic cultures and 

lower social statuses with the illustration. We 

abandoned this illustration as its ambiguity 

seemed to support unintended stereotypes.     



Norms, Gender and Idioms 

Depicting a person or user of a technology with simple 

geometrical shapes is a common design practice. 

However, we found that this visual system does not 

necessarily translate to non-designers. Participants 

associated, for example, dementors  (i.e. soul-

less fantasy creatures) with this illustration.

We drew on the idiom “carrying the weight of the 

world on one's shoulders" to inform the visual 

card regarding mental illness. We found that two 

participants were not familiar with the idiom, 

however, they explained that the visual re-

presentation supported the intended message. 

This illustrations aimed to visualise a wide range of 

emotions that a person can experience over time. 

A female participants highlighted that "there are no 

women!”- which encouraged us to review the 

gender representation of the visual cards.   



Subjective Perceptions and Needs

Here we see illustrations that show two contrasting sceneries. On the 

one hand, there is an illustrations of a local park depicting a peaceful 

environment. On the other, we used a local urban environments as a 

contrasting metaphor, to support reflections on environmental factors 

that could potentially influence people’s mental health in negative ways. 

We found that participants have subjective perceptions of different 

environments and individual coping strategies: from taking a bath to going for 

walks in pairs depending on personal living circumstances. We considered 

different directions, such as supporting participants to choose visual cards 

that depicted a range of potential stressors and coping strategies.



Tickets to Talk about Mental Health

The “tickets to talk about mental health” 

could be used as part of interviews and 

design workshops. There are seven pairs of 

tickets. Each pair comprises one ticket that 

introduces a mental health topic and one 

ticket that displays open-ended questions 

to foster reflections and conversations.

Researchers could, for example, present the 

tickets on a table so that participants can 

choose topics they want to talk about. This 

set of visual cards illustrate one possible 

visual design concept. Researchers and 

practitioners could reuse and adapt the 

illustrations and questions according to 

their needs (Please contact the authors if 

you would like to receive the most recent 

versions of the visual cards).

1. Human

Mental health is something we all 

have. People from all over the 

world think and talk about their 

mental health in many ways. 

3. Environment

The world around us may 

influence our emotions: our family, 

friends and work as well as food, 

the weather and illness.

2. Emotions

What does your typical week-
day look like? 

How do you feel during a 
typical weekday?  

3. Environment

What kind of things in the world 
around you bring you joy?

What kind of things in the world 
around you make you feel 
uncomfortable?

2. Emotions

We experience a wide range of 

emotions: from happiness to fear. Our 

emotions can change over time. 

1. Human

What thoughts come to mind when 
you hear the term mental health? 

Can you imagine what your family 
and friends think about the topic 
mental health?  



Tickets to Talk about Mental Health

4. Coping

Being able to cope with emotions 

can be helpful: for example, realising 

that you had a stressful day and 

deciding to go for a walk.

4. Coping

What do you do when you’ve 
had a tough day? 

What advice would you offer a 
friend who had a tough day?

5. Support

Can you think of any situations in 
which you were happy about 
getting support?

Can you think of any day-to-day 
challenges that you wish you had 
support for?  

6. Mental Illness

What do you think when you 
hear the term mental illness?

What do people in your social 
circle think about mental illness? 

7. Technology

What are your favourite 
technologies?

Are there any technologies 
that you avoid?

7. Technology

There are many different types of 

technology - such as laptops, 

smartphones and tablets. Technology 

can can affect our mental health.

5. Support

Our abilities, such as being able to 

take care of a child or go to work, 

can influence our mental health. 

Sometimes we may need support. 

6. Mental Illness

If life events cause distress, people 

may develop mental illnesses, such 

as depression. Mental illnesses can 

seriously affect people’s family, 

work and social lives.



DISCUSSION
People from minority ethnic backgrounds are
disproportionally affected by sociocultural and structural
inequalities in managing their mental health, including
stigma, inaccessible technologies, and exclusionary
mental health services [1, 2, 23]. Through joining local
events and arranging meetings, we have learned that
raising awareness of mental health and challenging
metal health stigma were key priorities of local minority
ethnic community organisations in Bristol, UK.
However, mental health is a complex notion and best
practice guidance around conducting technology focused
mental health research with people from minority ethnic
backgrounds is not well established. We asked: how can
we conduct culturally sensitive research to understand
the mental health needs of local minority ethnic
community organisations and their members? How can
we support participants in sharing their mental health
views and experiences as part of qualitative research and
design studies?

We engaged in a human-centred design process of visual
cards that aimed to support both researchers and
participants in sharing and understanding mental health
experiences. We aimed to support transparent and
meaningful research experiences based on a shared
understanding of what mental health entails, considering
that prior work has documented varied mental health
views and stigma in a local minority ethnic community
[16]. Here, we outline how the design process of the
visual cards supported us in gaining cultural awareness
and discuss what the implications for conducting
culturally sensitive digital mental health research are.

Gaining Cultural Sensitivity through Design
We felt that the iterative design process of the visual
cards helped us not only to explore a support system for
conducting research but also to gain cultural awareness
and improve cultural competence [13, 16]. Initially we
experienced uncertainty portraying visual cultures that
were new to us and, what is more, realised our biases in
(mis)representing people from different minority ethnic
backgrounds. How could we illustrate an individual
from a minority ethnic background without knowledge

of their culture and lived experience? Unbalanced
gender and ethnicity representations in our design work
fostered discussion on potential contributing factors and
countermeasures. For example, we reflected on what
colours we typically use to illustrate humans and how
we teach our children to colour in humans with bright
skin tones. We gradually gained confidence in depicting
different cultures through engaging with literature and
particularly through sharing design concepts and
receiving feedback from people from diverse minority
ethnic backgrounds, including colleagues, community
organisation workers, and local activists. In doing so, we
have learned about aspects of visualising diverse
cultures, including lifestyles (e.g. drinking tea),
hairstyles (e.g. braids), and head covering traditions (e.g.
hijab). A visual calendar documenting social activities of
a South Asian community provided inspiration when
going through shifts from abstract to more realistic
representations of ethnically diverse people. However, it
has become clear that our understanding of diverse
minority ethnic cultures was subjective and limited.
Gaining cultural sensitivity and competence is an
ongoing and participatory learning process that needs to
go beyond the representation of people from diverse
backgrounds as part of a research project.

Designing for ethnically diverse participants fostered
discussion on terminology conventions in the UK, such
as “ethnic minorities” and “BAME” (Black, Asian, and
minority ethnic). While the UK government draws on
the former, the latter acronym is widely used in
academic settings while being rejected by some people
from minority ethnic backgrounds. Discussions about
the acceptability of collecting demographic data with
predefined categories have led to the decision to draw on
a voluntary open-ended question as part of this
exploratory design study (i.e. “How would you describe
your ethnic background?”). Furthermore, we learned
about the importance of supporting different languages,
providing paper-based research materials to those who
do not have access or capacity to engage with
technology, appreciating the diversity within a multi-
cultural community, and reimbursing community
organisations members for their help.

Limitations and Future Work
We drew on a human-centred design process and our
design team was multidisciplinary and multicultural. The
design of the visual cards involved team members from
a digital arts centre, that supports people with diverse
backgrounds to make positive changes in their lives and
local communities. However, it should be considered
that our design work has significant limitations. We
applied an iterative user-centred design approach that
was driven by evaluations with colleagues, community
activists, and people recruited from a diverse online
minority ethnic community. What is more, we found that
representing diverse visual cultures requires not only
knowledge of different cultures but also co-creation. We
believe that participatory design approaches [11, 17, 25]
could be particularly suitable to design support systems
for conducting culturally sensitive research and
informing the design of inclusive technologies in
partnership with a local minority ethnic community
organisation and its members. In this way, co-designers
from minority ethnic backgrounds could drive design
directions and decisions.

We have illustrated the on-going design prosses of a
series of visual cards. The design of the visual cards can
be adapted to different printable and digital formats and
translated into different languages. Furthermore,
empirical studies could identify the perceived benefits
and limitations of the visual cards in different mental
health research settings. Potential use cases include the
design of self-care technologies and research methods,
such as interview studies, focus groups, and design
workshops, where researchers and participants could
draw on the visual cards to support conversations about
mental health views and experiences.
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