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The rise of electronic social media offers unparalleled
opportunities for correspondence with others around
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the world. One consequence of this is a decline in
paper-based correspondence. Yet, despite the apparent
shift towards the use of electronic communication, one
form of paper-based correspondence that remains
popular is the traditional greeting card. In the UK, for
example, over 800 million cards were sent in 2014,
with Christmas cards accounting for over 100 million of
these [3]. These figures stand in stark contrast to the
overall decline in use of paper-based media, suggesting
that cards still play an important social role in an era
where electronic communication is now the norm.

Why do paper-based cards remain popular when
computers now mediate a large percentage of our
communications? In this work, we seek to understand
the practices and perceptions that surround the use of
electronic and paper-based greeting cards, focusing in
particular on the use of Christmas cards during the
festive season. The continued use of paper cards at
Christmas time is intriguing given the presence of
electronic alternatives (so-called ‘e-cards’), which are
presumably more convenient, faster, and cheaper than
paper cards. Our aim here is to understand the
perceived value associated with paper-based and e-
cards. We report late-breaking findings from an online
survey designed to collect data about these issues, and
conclude the paper with potential directions for the
design of electronic card sending systems.

Background and Related Work

Although Christmas is traditionally thought of as a
Christian holiday, it is “one of the few rituals that is
celebrated around the world, even in countries which
do not have a Christian tradition” [8]. In HCI, only a
small number of studies have examined the topic of
Christmas. Petrelli et al. [11] explored novel
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technologies for promoting interaction at
Christmastime, finding that the use of paper cards as
festive decoration was a significant part of the
Christmas experience. Similarly, Petrelli and Light [10]
use Christmas to explore the notion of designing
around domestic rituals, observing that the preparation
of cards plays a central role in the ritualised behaviours
that occur in the build up to Christmas. However, these
studies did not specifically examine practices and
values concerning Christmas cards, nor did they
examine the use of greeting cards or electronic media
to exchange greetings.

As a tool for expressing festive greetings, Christmas
cards serve an important purpose. The festive season is
one of a handful of times when many people reconnect
with their extended social circle [14]. What is
interesting about this is that paper-based Christmas
cards remain popular despite an upward trend in the
use of digital media for communicating.

An emergent body of HCI research seeks to understand
perceptions of worth and value in the exchange of
paper-based media. For example, [5] found that the
use of paper-based postcards was partly motivated by
aspects of the medium (e.g. handwriting and
opportunities for personalization) that are sometimes
lost during digitization. Sellen et al. [15] obtained
similar results in their evaluation of a mixed media
messaging system intended for use in the home.
Through investigating Christmas card use, we hope to
contribute to this literature by further understanding
how people use and value paper and electronic media.
Given the continued popularity of paper Christmas
cards, we want to better understand what it is that
makes them special. Such an understanding might
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allow us to transpose relevant design parameters into
digital systems, in turn leading to novel user
experiences with mixed media communication tools.

Study Design

We designed a 21-question survey containing questions
that elicited quantitative and qualitative data about the
exchange of Christmas cards. We also included
requests for demographic information from our
participants. The questionnaire was administered
online, and was advertised via our University
noticeboards over the two weeks prior to Christmas.

We opted to use University students as our initial study
population as we believed that students are likely to
send both paper and electronic cards at Christmas, as
opposed to older adults who might solely fall back on
the tradition of paper cards. In further work we hope to
expand our study population to better understand
whether different demographics have distinct Christmas
card practices.

Participants were offered the chance to win four prizes
of £10 as an incentive to participate in the study. Data
cleaning of nonsense or blank responses left us with 47
complete questionnaires. Informants comprised 32
females and 15 males. Participants’ ages ranged from
17-55 (Mean = 25, Median = 21).

We gathered respondents’ religious affiliation to
determine whether it had any impact on their use of
Christmas cards. Our respondents included people of
Christian (N = 15), Atheist (14), Agnostic (4), Muslim
(1), Sikh (1), and Hindi (1) faith. A further 11 chose
not to list their faith. We found that religious affiliation
did not appear to impact sending behaviour, i.e. people
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of non-Christian faith reported sending and receiving
cards. This perhaps points towards the present-day role
of Christmas in Britain as more of a sociocultural event,
rather than strictly as a Christian festival [8, 14]. As
such we saw no need to delineate our analyses on the
basis of religious affiliation.

Analysis

The qualitative findings presented in this paper were
derived from an analysis of aggregated responses to
our survey questions. When interpreting responses, we
adopted an inductive approach using thematic analysis
[1]. We engaged in open coding to label the data and
grouped our codes into themes that coalesce an initial
set of perceptions about the use of paper and electronic
Christmas cards.

Results

Number of Cards Sent and Received

We asked our participants whether they sent paper or
electronic cards. Of our 47 respondents, 45 said they
sent paper cards, with 2 stating they did not use them.
Conversely, 15 people sent electronic cards and 32 did
not send them. When asked how many Christmas cards
they had actually sent this year, 8 people said that they
had sent zero paper cards, whereas 33 people said they
had sent zero electronic cards. There was a significant
difference between the number of electronic cards (M =
3.21, SD = 8.94) and the number of paper cards sent
(M = 21.19, SD = 36.21), paired t(46) = -3.29, p =
.002. Similarly, there was a difference between the
number of electronic (M = 2, SD = 3.64) and paper (M
=17, SD = 24.72) cards received, paired t(46) =
-4.23, p < 0.001. These findings indicate a general
prevalence in the use of paper cards over their
electronic counterparts.
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Practices

We first examined to whom our participants sent
Christmas cards and why. We found that students
typically sent cards to family and close friends with the
aim of cementing and reaffirming relationships. Cards
were described as an indication that the sender is
thinking about the recipient, wants to make that person
happy, and that cards can be an expression of love. In
other words, each card is invested with value that goes
beyond the aesthetics and content of the card [12]: "To
show people I care and to spread good cheer around at
this time of year” [Respondent 10].

This social glue seems particularly important when it
comes to people who live a substantial distance apart.
The card acts as a reminder that the recipient is still a
part of the sender’s social circle: "I send also to my
friends overseas as a way of making them understand
that they are still in my life” [R. 15]. The distance
between the sender and recipient influences the choice
of medium, though specific practices differed between
participants: "I send electronic cards or wishes to my
friends at home and paper cards to those abroad” [R.
13]. “[I send electronic cards] to overseas friends, it is
quickest way” [R. 25].

Preference for Paper

Students showed a strong preference for receiving
paper cards, even among those who did not like to
send paper cards. The reasoning seems to be that
because the sender themselves likes to receive paper
cards, they think other people will like them too. This is
not about reciprocity but about the individual’s
preference in terms of medium: “Because I like the
thought of receiving a proper Christmas card and I
think it’s the same for other people” [R. 12].

Muwrep WiNe
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Our respondents also enjoyed receiving paper cards
because they arrive through the physical mail system.
The most common explanation here was that paper
cards break from the mundane qualities of modern
post: "“It’s always exciting to receive something
interesting to read in the post that isn’t junk mail” [R.
11]. Similar results have been found with other items
sent through the post (e.g. [5]) without a clear
explanation as to why paper is regarded as being
superior to electronic.

Personalization and Effort

A salient feature that distinguishes responses
concerning paper and e-cards is related to
personalization. In general, paper cards were seen as
highly personal, with electronic cards seen as
impersonal. Forms of personalization varied from
handwriting through to the making of cards by hand.
This process of personalization helps to associate the
card with the individual who has sent it: "I hand make
all of my cards and write individual personal messages
in each one” [R. 40], "I like seeing what someone has
written in them” [R. 4].

Conversely, the lack of personalization opportunities
when creating e-cards is a negative property linked to
their relative undesirability. The apparent lack of effort
and meaning which are associated with this lack of
personalization suggests that, as a form of social glue,
e-cards are much less powerful: "Because I think they
are impersonal and meaningless” [R. 36].

Evidence of personalization also seemed to increase the
perceived worth of each card, with people ascribing
more value to paper cards than electronic ones due to
tradition, the effort involved, and some sense of
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authenticity: "Paper cards seem to show my concern
and effort more than electronic ones” [R. 16]. “It
makes you feel more special. More effort goes into
writing a paper card and it is more personal from that
person to you directly.” [R. 47]. Indeed, electronic
cards were perceived less favourably, and sometimes
as wholly inappropriate: "They don‘t count as proper
Christmas cards” [R. 13]. “They are impersonal and
show no effort” [R. 41].

Decoration
One of the rituals of Christmas is to decorate the home

cards play in decorating: "You can put paper cards up
to make the house more festive” [R. 26]. Conversely,
electronic cards were predominantly seen as a
computer-based media rather than something that
could be viewed and shared: "I don't like them [e-

put up in the room rather than something just on your
computer” [R. 23].

Related to the display of cards, a few people saw the
ability to retain correspondence as significant. While
this was perceived as possible with paper cards, e-
cards were not viewed in the same way, despite the
ability to theoretically retain them in physical form via

‘9
printing: "I like to be able to keep them and look at
b them whenever I feel like it” [R. 12].
4 «' 8 Discussion
Our aim for this paper was to better understand the
@ 0 0 christmas card sending practices of students. Our
IQ\ g results show that students do continue to send
\‘ v Christmas cards, but there is a preference for sending

@ ﬁand receiving paper cards as a mechanism for

[6, 10, 11]. Participants emphasized the role that paper

cards] because I prefer to have something that you can
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strengthening social bonds. Our analysis indicates that
this is not merely a matter of conforming to social
convention. Instead, we have established a variety of
issues that are tied to the perceived qualities of paper-
based and electronic cards. For example, electronic
cards were often described as cheap, impersonal, and
of less worth than a paper equivalent, though e-cards
were seen as fit for purpose when greeting far-flung
friends or when senders were pressed for time.
Conversely, paper cards were seen as more amenable
to personalization and were of greater value because
they require more effort in their dispersal. Since it
appears that the use of digital media to express
Christmas greetings is insufficiently meaningful, we see
an opportunity to distil Gur findings into a variety of
design challenges for electronic card sending systems.
Specifically, these factors are: Personalization, Effort,
Decoration and Display, and Creating Value.

The first property we identified was the creative
investment of personalization in paper cards. In
general, respondents valued the fact that paper cards
contain traces of the sender; for example, cards usually
display a person’s handwriting, and some cards are
made by hand. Previous work has found that
personalization was appreciated in other contexts
involving communication (e.g. [2, 5, 15]). Unlike paper
cards, e-cards can sometimes offer relatively few
opportunities for meaningful personalization. While
some systems allow senders to make their text ‘look
handwritten’ (e.g. Hallmark e-cards), systems could go
beyond simple animations and typewritten text by
permitting a sender to engage in freehand
embellishment of their digital creations, or by allowing
for the incorporation of media that is relevant to the
history of the relationship (e.g. Facebook photos).
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Our participants also indicated that they appreciated
the effort invested by the sender in creating personal
cards. Conversely, the lack of effort required to send an
e-card seems to devalue its worth. We see a challenge
in terms of offering opportunities to imbue e-cards with
evidence of the investment of effort. We believe that
this needs to be meaningful effort in the form of
mindful and creative investments of time [4], as
opposed to meaningless effort imposed by an interface
that is difficult to use [13]. Meaningful effort also needs
to be readily interpretable by the recipient; else it bears
little value to either party. One way to do this might be
to make the costs incurred by a sender clear to the
recipient. Alternatively, one could introduce additional
functionality that is possible only in digital media, such
as a ‘replay’ of the sender composing their card. Thus,
rather than addressing the limitations of digital media,
designers could look for unique forms of value that are
not possible to employ with paper-based systems.
——

We found that people valued paper cards because of
their decorative role, making their house feel more
Christmassy. Conversely, e-cards were seen as ‘fire-
and-forget’. Since the creation and display of cards are
important ritual aspects of Christmas [10], the lack of
physical presence in e-cards might disrupt this ritual
and thus detract from the pleasure associated with the
festive season. Physical cards carry additional meaning
because repeated viewing may encourage the viewer to
reflect on their relationship with the sender—an act that
might be especially pertinent at Christmas. The design
challenge, then, is to change the structure of e-cards
such that they can be displayed in a meaningful
manner. These factors speak to the need to rethink and
reconsider what form e-cards can take. In the same
way that web-design has matured from GeoCities-style
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sites to more refined designs, e-cards might change
from being emails with attachments into something
which is considered to be less cheap, tacky and
worthless. It is hoped that the design factors we have
presented here could go some way towards achieving
that transformation.

Conclusion and Further Work

Christmas is a time when people attempt, through the
medium of cards, to cherish existing social connections
and re-establish those that may have been lost. Yet in
a world where paper-based correspondence is
increasingly rare, people persist with the user of paper-
based cards in favour of electronic alternatives. In this
study we have thrown light on Christmas card sending
practices among students of University age. Our data
indicates that paper-based Christmas cards remain the
de facto medium for expressing Christmas cheer, and
although e-cards have a role in some scenarios, they
are generally seen as inferior and improper for the
expression of many Christmas greetings.

In future work we aim to widen the scope of our
investigation by examining a variety of populations
across the world. In particular we would seek out a
more diverse range of respondents, looking at a
broader demographic to ensure that our conclusions
speak to wider audiences. To strengthen the
conclusions, we would triangulate our data with some
in-depth interview sessions to further unwrap the role
of Christmas cards in modern life. This would help us
examine the design challenges in greater depth and
give us the ability to propose additional solutions.
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