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Pollution Explorers 

Key Summary  

Pollution Explorers  is a participatory project in which people make sense of the quality of air in their environment 
through their innate subjective perception using wearable tools, air quality sensors and hackAIR platform. The aim is 
to explore our collective responsibility and capacity in tackling air quality issues and to collectively figure out ways to 
tackle air pollution. Through the engagement, participants make a statement on the air quality with their own physical 
actions of recording perceptual data using the wearable tools, help to fill in missing ‘gaps’ of air quality data in order 
to make sense of the quality of air in their neighbourhood and devise collective pledges that they can commit to 
helping tackle air quality issues for a period of time. Over the past 6 months, we have worked with a total of 90 

participants (children, young adults, parents, activists and city officials) where they pollution explore in their 

neighbourhoods in London, Macclesfield and Brussels.  

 

Pollution Explorers  is a participatory project exploring air quality issues through people’s subjective perception and 
wearable technology. Pollution Explorers  is designed by Ling Tan  as part of Umbrellium, based on technological 
elements from hackAIR, with the support of FutureEverything . The project is part of a 12 month Vertigo STARTS 
residency programme which organises collaborations between artists and tech projects. 
 

We have carried out 6 Pollution Explorers workshops: 
● Poplar, London with local residents (aged 21 and above) in June 2018 
● Macclesfield, UK with local residents (mostly adults, 1 child aged 12 years old) in June 2018 
● Koekelberg, Brussels with high school students (aged 17-18 years old) from the UNESCO school in Oct 2018 
● Sablon, Brussels with city officials and EU commissions (aged 21 and above) in Dec 2018 
● Two workshops with students (aged 10-12 years old) from Marner Primary School in Tower Hamlets London 

in Dec 2018  

 

 
6 workshops carried out with different communities in different cities over the last 6 months  
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http://lingql.com/
http://umbrellium.co.uk/
http://www.hackair.eu/
http://futureeverything.org/
https://vertigo.starts.eu/


 

 

 

 

Key activities carried out in the workshops  

In each workshop, participants are encouraged to make sense of air quality issues by collectively describing, 
discussing, and pollution exploring in their vicinity using technological tools. Depending on the length of each 
workshop, participants went through the various key activities: 
 

● An open discussion among participants regarding air quality in their neighbourhood  
● Pollution exploring in outdoor locations near the workshop space using wearable technology. Participants 

make sense of air quality using custom-made wearables designed to record their perception of air quality 
using body gestures.   

● Pollution exploring in outdoor locations near the workshop space using words. Participants make sense of 
air quality using words, each participant were told to write down 2 key words that describe the air quality at 
each location.  

● Debrief session where participants were shown data they have recorded during the walk and to collectively 
discuss and make their own correlation regarding the relationship between their perception and quality of air.  

 
For the last two workshops in Tower Hamlets, we concentrated on air quality behaviour change since we had learned 
quite a lot from the previous workshops. We look at how we can harness collective behaviour change to tackle air 
quality issues through changes in participants’ behaviour (coupling children to their parents) by encouraging them to 
commit to a specific action for an extended period of time. Their actions were tracked over a period of 21 days to 
analyse the correlation between their level of commitment to air quality improvement.  
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Key Findings  

On the correlation between perception and air quality  

● People’s ability to assess the quality of air in each workshop compared to the digital sensors vary widely, the 
highest correlation in a workshop was 75%.  

● Humans are very good at perceiving extreme changes in their environments 
● While people may not always correctly perceive the air quality, they are good at telling if its better or worse 

than a location they were at before.  
● Children are very sensitive to momentary changes in the air around them, such as a truck or car driving by, 

and adults tend to be more holistic about how they perceive the air around them. 
● people are good at perceiving changes in air quality from place to place 
● In the case of the Brussels walks, the AQ is really very good and even within the perception there isn’t much 

variability 
● There are differences from location to location and because the air quality base is good, some people feel a 

lot stronger about bad AQ because of that relativity 
 

On behaviour change to tackle air quality:  

Short-term behaviour change  
In the first 4 workshops, at the end of each, we gave each participant a prepaid postcard to record and track an 
action they have identified to do to tackle air quality issue (e.g walk to school/walk, reduce electricity consumption 
and take public transport etc) 

● Among participants who were part of the postcard experiment, 90% of participants aged 10-12 years old 
and 25% of participants aged 21 years committed to the action for 7 days consecutively.  

 
Long-term behaviour change 
In the last 2 workshops, each participant was given a custom designed badge that enables them to trace their 
actions over the period of 21 days.  A larger poster designed to track participants’ level of commitment to their 
pledges over the 21 days was placed at the school entrance. Each day participant can choose to stick 1 sticker 
found on their individual badge into the appropriate box in the poster if they have committed their action the day 
before.  

● At the end of each workshop, we gave each participant a prepaid postcard to record and track an action 
they have identified to do to tackle air quality issue (e.g walk to school/walk, reduce electricity consumption 
and take public transport etc). 

● With our workshop in Tower Hamlets, our analysis has shown that a high percentage of participants (63%) 

have committed to pledges which create short-term and visible outputs to AQ such as changing commute 
behaviour and encouraging a family member to stop smoking. Most participants chose these actions 
because they think that it will directly reduce the amount of gas exhaust and will help reduce the impact on 
health on people who have asthma. 

● Among the other participants (37%) who chose to commit to pledges that have long-term and less visible 
outputs to AQ such as planting or growing more plants and reducing electrical consumption, there was a 
higher level of commitment. The highest instance being 21/21 days and on average 12/21 days.  

● On average 54% of participants carried out their pledges with their parents at least once. Most participants 
who did not carry out the actions with their parents mentioned that their parents were busy with work. 

● Among the 46 participants, 57% of who have higher than average level of commitment to their pledges 

(higher than average of 7/21 days) were also the ones who have also shown higher sensitivity to AQ changes 
during the pollution explorers workshops.  
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