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Rethinking Death
Everyone will confront loss and grief in some form or another within their lifetime, yet the topic of death is still very 
much a taboo in today’s society. The initial goal is to design a way to make it easier for people to communicate with 
each other, about death, without today’s presuppositions.

This brief was set to apply innovative design practice to draw attention to the personal, social and cultural belief’s and 
emotions surrounding death and to develop a solution that will change people’s behaviours so they communicate 
more through loss. Taking into consideration the psychology around loss and how people react to loss of something 
important to them.

I chose this brief for the challenge that such a subjective experience will provide. I am interested in what makes us human, our experiences throughout life and also our 
reactions to them. Therefore, the tricky topic of death, which can be the starting point of great discussions and debates, sounded very appealing. This was also my final 
opportunity to attempt a challenging and risky brief while I am still in the protective environment of university.

The Brief
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Gerry McCanny
A professionally qualified counsellor and psychotherapist with over 30 years experience in the health 
service and in private practice. 

Alex Bradley
A Senior Accredited BACP counsellor and psychotherapist who has worked as a therapist in the North 
West of Ireland since 1993. Also a registered hypnotherapist and NLP practitioner.

Elaine Roub
Joined Cruse Bereavement Northern Ireland in 2005 to set up a regional service for bereaved children 
aged 4-18. Has a background in Social Work and Youth work.

The above evaluators were consulted during the research and development process giving valuable feedback throughout and also gave concluding evaluations when 
my concept was finalised. Elaine Roub was contacted slightly later than the rest but became a major evaluator within the process. Other potential evaluators were 
considered and contacted, including Amelia Broadley (MSc Stratified Medicine), Brian Guthrie (Principal - Bready Jubilee Primary School), Cathy Arthur (Principal - Foun-
tain Controlled Primary School) and Brendan Armstrong (Cognitive Therapist), but there was either no regular contact maintained or my project took the direction that 
would no longer require their input.



10 11

Research02



12 13

Grief is essentially a reaction to the loss of something important to you and it is deeply personal and subjective. Some examples of loss would be divorce or relationship 
breakup, loss of health, losing a job, loss of financial stability, a miscarriage, retirement, death of a pet, loss of a cherished dream, loss of a friendship, loss of safety 
after a trauma and selling the family home. All of these examples could be called life events and these are essentially major events that change a person’s status or 
circumstances. 

After this early secondary research it was clear to see that the loss of a loved one is one of the most challenging life event a person will encounter during their life and 
can lead an individual to become mentally & socially separated. Which is common after the death of a loved one.

Some statistics from studies conducted within the UK further enforce the difficulties many families encounter with the death of a loved one.

- A parent of children under 18 dies every 22 minutes in the UK; around 23,600 a year. This equates to around 111 children being bereaved of a parent every day.

- 1 in 29 schoolchildren has been bereaved of a parent or sibling - that’s a child in every class.

- Each year, around 6000 families are bereaved by suicide.

- More than 1 in 5 pregnancies ends in miscarriage – probably around a quarter of a million in the UK each year.

- In the UK during 2014, 2129 children and young people died between the ages of 1 and 19, that is around 6 children and young people per day. 3564 babies were still-
born, almost 10 babies per day. 2103 babies died within 4 weeks of birth and a further 911 babies died before reaching their first birthday.

Family bereavement is pervasive, yet rarely examined, and sorely needs a more concerted societal response. Many have expressed the need for communities to help give 
the bereaved families the voice they’re struggling to find, and make a greater effort to deliver attention and services to those in grief.

From a personal point of view, the emotional response to loss is often the hardest part but these emotions help us function and we should not suppress them.

Elizabeth Kubler-Ross developed the 5 stages of grief to represent what emotions we encounter. Denial, anger, bargaining, depression and acceptance are the frame-
work that makes up our learning to live with the one we lost. Many also hold a functionalist perspective on emotions, feeling they serve a function of focusing action to 
achieve personal goals. Which is similar to Kubler-Ross’ framework and learning to live with the one we lost is the personal goal.

Research shows that writing or talking about death tends to help in the long term and the truth is, pain, like love, needs expression. We are storytelling creatures and 
based on this initial research, expression is a healing thing, but it is not a prescription. It won’t fix anything as some things in life cannot be fixed. They can only be car-
ried.

Yet studies have shown that people find it difficult to express themselves and also find it difficult to find counselling resources for children. Death and grief is usually 
associated with negatives and it is such a taboo in many societies today that I am led to believe that this could be a major contributing factor to the difficulties many 
face when it comes to bereavement.

Initial Research

A series of mind-mapping sessions combined with online research was used as an effort to get a grasp on what is a huge subject filled with subjective opinions. I used 
this research to find out how people are affected psychologically, socially and also physically. The above image was a part of an early presentation which shows some of 
the research methods I plan on using throughout. Based on my initial research I felt that looking at some cultural comparisons in terms of approaches to death would 
be a good start. Certain cultures treat death as a celebration yet western cultures have become so separated to the process that the treatment and processing of the 
deceased is performed behind closed doors in hospitals away from family and friends. 
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Dia de los Muertos (Day of the 
Dead), Mexico
This holiday dates back to the Aztec Empire, and over 
the centuries, it’s blended with the Catholic All Souls’ 
Day to become a colourful celebration of the dead. On 
this night, families gather to clean and decorate the 
graves of their loved ones. It’s also known for its skele-
ton decorations, candies, and elaborate costumes.

Obon, Japan
This Buddhist holiday has been celebrated in Japan for 
500 years. Families gather to clean and decorate the 
graves of their loved ones, and then release lanterns 
to help guide their spirits. The holiday also features a 
traditional dance.

Sky Burial, Tibet
Sky burials are practiced by some Buddhist Tibet-
ans and Mongolians. Bodies of deceased people are 
chopped up and offered to vultures to feed on. Tibet-
ans believe vultures are angel-like figures that will 
take the souls into the heavens. They are encouraged 
to witness the ritual, to confront death and feel the 
‘impermanence’ of life.

Secondary Research

I visited a range of online forums and chat-rooms to get an understanding of how people, currently gong through grief, interact with each other and the sorts of things 
they talk about. The user’s usually introduce themselves and inform others of what they are going through and soon after that the conversations change to everyday 
topics. The support provided by others and the lack of face to face contact seems to help people open up. Social media has influenced bereavement massively with the 
same approach and remembrance is made easier with photos and ‘posts’ living on after the deceased has passed. The distance provided by social media makes it safer 
and we can control and edit what we say creating an experience just as meaningful.
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Meeting with Gerry McCanny

Insights
In order to overcome any difficult situation, the person must express their emotions. These expressions can take many forms with verbal and written being the most 

common. It is when we hold in these feelings there tends to be problems.

In terms of grief Gerry made it clear that, as a practitioner, he must respect the natural grieving process and must refrain from using any form of intervention too early.

When a person is going through a difficult time, they could easily adopt coping mechanisms and these can be both good and bad. Some examples of healthy coping 
mechanisms are talking to people, exercising, eating healthy and positive self-talk. On the other hand, unhealthy coping mechanisms can range from alcohol, drugs, 

smoking and also too much of something - too much exercise, for example, can be harmful.

Essentially, counselling provides a safe, healthy environment, to talk about potentially harmful topics.

Opportunities
Encouraging expression

Encouraging healthy coping mechanisms
Encouraging self-awareness and regulation

After this first meeting with Gerry a few directions were discussed - The potential to either communicate the grieving process or to facilitate expression and healthy 
coping mechanisms during the process. Gerry also clarified the 5 stages of grief for me stating that those emotions do not happen in any particular order but you will 
experience each one at some point during the grieving process.

Meeting with Alex Bradley

Insights
Anxious attachment could be a big reason as to why some people suffer during the grieving process more than others. Anxious attachment is generally an unreasona-
ble amount of anxiety and stress when separated from someone or something.

Dr Richard Bandler invented the term ‘Neuro Linguistic Programming’ in the 1970’s and ‘NLP’ is used by Alex Bradley in a method of influencing brain behaviour through 
the use of language and other types of communication to enable a person to ‘recode’ the way the brain responds to stimuli and manifest new and better behaviours.

One intervention in particular that Alex uses is having his client choose a shell, from a bowl of shells located on his desk, that best represents the loved one that passed 
away. Alex would then ask the client to describe the shell and in doing so the client is describing the loved one. This is accessing the clients sub-conscious and they are 
also executing a form of expression.

Abstract visualisation is an effective way of communication with clients and enables the client to also visualise how they are now and where they would like to be. 

Children are big kinaesthetic learners and the use of visual metaphors is also effective.

Opportunities
The use of NLP techniques and interventions
Abstract visualisation and visual metaphors
Kinaesthetic learning
Alex suggested researching how well-being is implemented into education and to research some aspects of the sub conscious mind

I was unaware of the many techniques and methods, within counselling and psychotherapy, that are available. Alex also told me of a woman who was raped as a child 
by an older man, this woman grew up, got a job and is now married without any signs of the rape affecting her greatly. But now her husband is a similar age to the 
man who raped her and she is now having major problems within her life because of this. This association with the man who raped her was a trigger that unleashed all 
of the unresolved emotions from her past and this story is one example of many that prove the importance of understanding how you feel and why, then expressing 
that emotion. Alex gave me a basic intro to the points above and I was encouraged to research them further in my own time.
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Meeting with Amelia 
Broadley

Insights
Cancer cells - the images of these cells generated through a microscope can repre-

sent some striking images when the subject matter is not taken into consideration. 
Cancer is also extremely relevant with 161,823 people dying from cancer in the UK 

during 2012.

Biometrics - the ability to use the human body as information. Through the use of 
skin conductivity, heart rate, brain waves, and DNA, information can be extracted 

from the human body and certain characteristic such as heart rate are very unique 
to the individual.

Opportunities
The use of the cancer cell imagery as inspiration for forms and colours. Can be used 

in order to create cancer awareness and encourage people to talk about cancer.
The use of the human body as information. Potentially using that information for 

self-awareness and regulation.
The use of the human body as information to apply a deeper connection to a de-

sign. Remembrance .

Inspiration

Many of this inspiration comes from the art world, but I felt as though it could help influence my thoughts in a different way than I expected. I was contemplating 
exploring ancient manufacturing techniques or potentially reviving a lost piece of design for the modern world, inspired by Turner’s painting of the Fighting Temeraire 
being tugged to her last berth to be broken up.
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Rothko
Rothko’s paintings are the simple expression of the complex thought. The viewer is encour-
aged to interpret these paintings and to apply meaning onto them. As these paintings are 
abstract, the meaning applied will come from within the viewer and in turn, they infill it’s 
apparent emptiness with meaning. In that act, the viewer faces themselves.

These paintings depict our shared experience of the human condition. The fear of death and 
pain and frustration seems the most constant binder between human beings, and we know 
that a common enemy is a much better coalescer of energies, than is a common positive 
good.

There are many similarities in interpreting and applying meaning to these paintings as there 
are interpreting and applying meaning to the shells that Alex Bradley uses as an intervention.

The reason for using Rothko paintings within my research is because he attempted to depict humanness. Tried to depict our common experiences and psychological 
workings. Yet our reactions and interpretations of these experiences are subjective. That last point is what struck a cord with me during this project so far. Death is the 
constant binder between us all and as a common enemy we find common ground on which to communicate with each other. Our interpretations of these events in our 
lives are what I want to use in order to encourage expression and communication.

Rothko Concrete

While listening to a podcast episode by 99% Invisible called ‘Hard to Love a Brute’, the episode explores Brutalism and the divide these buildings create. Hatred from the 
public, yet loved by designers and architects. The topic looked at the decay of these concrete structures. Corrosion of reinforcing steel and other embedded metals is 
the leading cause of deterioration in concrete. When steel corrodes, the resulting rust occupies a greater volume than the steel. This expansion creates tensile stresses 
in the concrete, which can eventually cause cracking, delamination, and spalling. A link was made from that to my research within expression. It’s as if these concrete 
buildings are our outer appearance, but within we can become tormented, destined to show cracks within the future if not helped.
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Feedback
Overall feedback from my research so far was generally positive. Although, a 
lack of clear direction and decisions as to where I would go next was apparent. 
In an attempt to keep my research as broad as possible in order to overcome 
some of the difficulties of such a subjective topic, I began to fall behind.

Redefinition
Help individuals identify, understand and respond to the emotional responses 
to grief through expression.

Feedback & Redefine

After some further research into con-
crete and the human mind, it came to 
my attention that grief is an abstract 
noun. Yet grief, if we do not express our-
selves, can be similar to concrete with a 
steel structure decaying. Also, the death 
of a loved one is concrete.

Constructive and un-constructive repet-
itive thought is influenced by whether 
these repetitive thoughts are concrete 
or abstract. Thinking repetitively about 
positives is good and thinking about 
negatives is obviously bad. But it is pos-
sible to focus on negatives in a helpful 
way.

Focusing on abstract negative thoughts 
is bad, and focusing on concrete nega-
tives is good.

The concepts generated above were influenced by the previous research into concrete. They were designed in an effort to get people talking about the effects that 
the negative thoughts bottled up within our minds can have. It also utilises the play on words of concrete and abstract. Abstract forms made from concrete depicting 
abstract concepts.
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A group brainstorm was held with peers after the initial idea generation in order to maximise 
the amount of generated concepts.

Feedback
Does grief ease or get worse at certain points in the day?
Do they have a pattern of emotion?
- Where are they?
- Who are they with?
How can you overcome the social separation?
Encourage face to face communication
Prevent detachment
What does that person need?
Join Facebook groups
Incorporate ashes
Memory pillow and teddy bear
Up-cycle belongings
Memorials

Group Brainstorm

After falling behind during my research, unfortunately I did not have many ideas generated before coming into this group brainstorm. Most of my ideas were still 
thoughts that I struggled to get across. I didn’t feel I needed to panic yet as I was still progressing and learning and some of the potential concepts I felt were possible 
but I was constantly caught in two minds as to whether I wanted to go with my gut and take the inspiration from the art world and communicate through my design. 
Or go with my head and facilitate expression through my design. Again, bridging that gap would be the goal.

Further concepts were generated with a greater effort at facilitating a behaviour change. Unfortunately these concepts essentially became derivatives of other products 
already available. I struggled to gain deep connection to these concepts. They seemed very superficial in comparison to what I want to achieve. If I could create the 
same connection I have been having with the concrete concept ,yet incorporating the human body and decoding it through tech. I will be happy.
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C.S. Lewis
A Grief Observed
“Grief is not a practical problem similar to asking questions like how many hours in a mile and is yellow a 
square or circle.”

This quote towards the end of A Grief Observed changed my opinion of what I was trying to achieve and 
helped trigger a much needed change within my project. 

At this point my goal changed but my intentions stayed the same. Instead of looking at grief specifically, I 
decided to look at all life changing events. The loss of a loved one would be the equivalent of an extreme 
user or persona and my goal is to still help people like them going through such difficult times.

In hindsight it seems so obvious that grief is not a practical problem, but I was so engulfed within the research, and quite enjoying it also, that I didn’t witness my own 
shortcoming. Thankfully my change of direction wasn’t so drastic that my prior research was no longer relevant. Not realising earlier that grief is not a practical prob-
lem was probably why I stuggled to generate ideas that facilitate expression. I felt comfortable that I could now progress and tackle issues that are concrete within 
difficult life events and begin to tie all of the loose ends together and create those connections.

Change in Direction

Stress is a very common response to a life event. Some unexpected like death of a loved one or something that has been known for a while yet potentially still difficult 
such as moving house. 

Stress is
-the number 1 reason behind cardiovascular disease - number 1 killer in the world
-a reason behind depression - number 1 reason people go to doctors
-a reason behind obesity - causing you to eat more
-a reason for buying things you don’t need

Stress also influences people to make decisions faster and to make riskier decisions.

Stress

Also, on another level, these negative emotions that arise through these stressful moments affect our health. Our bodies release cortisol 
(stress hormone) in response to stress which, in turn, lowers immune system by inhibiting the action of white blood cells. Which is thought to 
be a big reaso as to why many people die of a broken heart after a spouse passes away.
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Mindfulness
Mindfulness is the practice of bringing one’s attention to the internal and external experiences occurring in the present moment, which can be developed through the 
practice of meditation. The term “mindfulness” is a translation of the Pali-term sati, which is a significant element of some Buddhist traditions.

Using figures from the King’s Fund report - Paying the price - The cost of mental health care in England to 2026. Estimates have been made that using mindfulness 
based cognitive therapy to prevent the relapse into depression could save £15 per £1 spent. With their annual training capacity, 25,000 could be taught mindfulness and 
that is just 4.3% of over half a million of people at risk of replapse.

Mindfulness is now also being implemented with schools and appears to be having a positive affect on these children’s social-emotional development. This is essentially 
understand who they are, what they are feeling and what to expect from others. It is also known as early childhood mental health. 

Children’s social emotional development influences their cognitive, motor and language development and also how they can express ideas and emotions. Healthy 
development includes the ability to form and sustain positive relationships, experience, manage and express emotions, and also explore and engage with the environ-
ment.

Children with well developed social emotional skills are more capable of expressing their ideas and feelings, displaying empathy towards others, managing their feelings 
of frustration and disappointment more easily, feeling self confident, making and developing friendships more easily and succeeding in school.

Further Research

Emotional display rules
Functionalist perspective
-emotions serve a function of focusing action to achieve personal goals

Self regulation
-critical to emotional development because it marks a progressive ability to regulate emotions according to demands of the physical and social worlds

Felt emotions
-actual emotions the individual feels at that moment

Displayed emotions
-those that are false or put on display for the sake of public view

“Cultural norms guide emotional behaviour to a great degree” Beyer Broch

Display rules
-a social groups informal norms about when, where, and how one should express emotions. Often culturally prescribed rules that people learn early on in their 
lives through interactions and socialisations with others

Similarities among cultures
-happiness
-sadness
-anger
-fear
-surprise
-disgust

Facial expressions are innate

Looking at mindfulness and emotional display rules was an effort at understanding what influences a persons emotional reaction to subject matter and what is being 
used to encourage more self-aware or mindful people. I am trying to understand ways of enabling self awareness and regulation and what efforts are being done to 
teach children these things as I was encouraged to research that topic by Alex Bradley.
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Happiness
-crows feet wrinkles
-pushed up cheeks
-smile

Sadness
-upwards slanted eyebrows
-frown

Anger
-eyebrows are squeezed together
-eyelids tight and straight
-strained features

Fear
-widened eyes
-eyebrows slanted upwards
-mouth open

Surprise
-similar to fear

Disgust
-upper and lower lips raised
-nostril wings raised
-bridge of nose wrinkled
-raised cheeks, crows feet

I was interested in the fact that certain facial expresions are innate. So I looked into it a bit more to see if some of these certain characteristics could be implemented 
into an educational toy in order to teach emotions to children.

Emotional Development
The above video was discussing self regulation and that development within children. Daniel Siegel explains the part of a childs brain that enables them to experience 
these emotions, the part of the brain responsible for regulating these emotions is still developing. Which limits their ability to do so.

Mimicry
Children as young as 1 years old can begin imitating their parents with intent. This refers back to cultural norms guiding emotional behaviour but it shows the influ-
ence parents have and the most simple of events can affect a young child. 

This research was to clarify why children struggle with understanding how they feel and what their social influences can do to help. I decided to take this forward to 
generate some concepts but I wanted to understand the best method for encouraging behaviours.



34 35

Emotions Trumping Reason
The subconscious mind represses memories with unresolved negative emotions. The memories will get buried, yet the beliefs and feelings associated with them will still 
control your reactions. This is why it is important to become aware of and resolve strong guilt, resentment, fears, angers and depression. 

The story that was told to me previous of the woman, who was raped as a child, is now experiencing seriously negative emotions towards her husband. Her husband 
and rapist are now a similar age and an association was made. This is the same as emotions trumping reason, this is an extreme example but this could be the result of 
not becoming aware of and resolving the initial traumatic experience she went through as a child.

Behaviour Change

Motivations
-Want to feel good about themselves
-Immediate feedback
-Is it easy

I initially researched Shift Design’s approach to behaviour change design on the RSA blog.

Action
-Partaking in different forms of expression
-Spending 10 minutes daily to work on breathing techniques

Actor
-Anybody experiencing a life event

Outcome
-Increase in ability to regulate emotions and improve wellbeing

Barriers
-Don’t want to be seen as ‘hippy’
-Feel embarrassed doing so
-Prevent misunderstanding
-Forgetful
-Don’t want to hurt others
-Fear of criticism
-Vulnerability

At this point in the project the survey mainly confirmed what I had already thought based on my secondary research but it gave me the confidence to go forward with 
it. It is clear to see that I need to design something that is easy to do but discreet.
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Social Sector
What’s good for them

Consumer Sector
What people want

After reading Shift Designs Survey of products and services which promote wellbeing, a big point that was common is that the most effective of these designs either 
bridge the gap between the social sector and the consumer sector (Uplifted above is an example of that by ‘gamifying’) or aid in bringing people together either 
through giving (Coca-Cola vending machine).

Six Sources of Influence
The Six Sources of Influence are often used in order to achieve an effective behaviour change. It essentially suggests that Will is a Skill and 
shows this by stating that the only effort that comes from within, is step one on the table above - your own personal motivation. The other 
5 sources of influence and be designed in a way to help you achieve your goal.

Designing your life in order to achieve a behaviour change and surrounding yourself with positive social influences is more powerful than 
your own willpower, according to these influences.

For this to work, the persons ability must first be assessed, then their own personal motivation is assessed and these new skills must be 
taught in realistic settings that connect to their values.
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Key Areas
-Particularly difficult for parents
-Expression
-Self awareness and regulation
-Interventions
-Subconscious and the different ways of learning
-Stress
-Mindfulness
-Barriers 

How can I create an effective behaviour change 
from this? And who should I try to help?

-Aimed at children – early intervention – Alex Bradley recommended 
-Simple and fun – no skills – gives immediate feedback – teaches them through 
kinaesthetic learning
-Helps connection with others – parents, siblings and friends – social influence – 
imitation 
-Discreet – breathing – mindfulness – beginning to be implemented in schools
-Repetition – subconscious act – trigger 
-Encourage self awareness and regulation – behaviour change

Area of 
Research
Ages 1-3
Interactive
Communication skills
Social skills
Stimulates senses 

Implementation
Cow goes ‘moo’ etc. – the use of familiar animals or characters that a child could 
imitate through role play
Lights, sounds and immediate feedback – the toy could recreate a breathing pat-
tern and the child could learn how to do it through kinaesthetic learning
Social influence and motivation – connect to others – toys that interact

This concept was designed to be a fun and early intervention. As tragedy can cause change, I wanted to design a toy (gamify) that could teach children 
certain techniques that will help them alleviate stress so they have a basic skillset (6 sources of influence) to move forward with and grow from. If I 
could get the child to mimic the toy in much the same way they would their parents this would be effective. Perhaps because a young childs skillset is 
so low that potentially the parents could act as the social influence needed. 

I want this toy to replicate the deep and peaceful breathing patterns that are used in mindfulness meditation and I want the child to mimic the toy.

Concept Development
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Circuitry was developed to imitate a slow breathing pattern with a slow and steady 
increase and decrease.

Presentation
All of the research and concepts gener-
ated since the last presentation were put 
forward to my tutors.

Feedback
I don’t think the feedback at this point was 
as positive as I hoped. I feel the research 
was there but I was not translating it well 
enough into effective products.

Most of my concepts up to this point only 
scratched the surface of detail needed to 
be a success.

It was clear to see that I needed to make a 
decision of who and where I wanted to de-
sign this product for and begin generating 
many concepts.

Reviewing abstract thinking to overcome subjective nature to life events

Abstract thinking is a level of thinking about things that is removed from the facts of the “here and 
now”, and from specific examples of the things or concepts being thought about. Abstract thinkers 
are able to reflect on events and ideas, and on attributes and relationships separate from the objects 
that have those attributes or share those relationships.

An example that applies to two or three year olds is the following. One of the favourite Dr. Seuss 
books is Green Eggs and Ham, which ends with the narrator changing his mind from rejecting green 
eggs and ham under any circumstances to trying them and actually liking them. At a concrete 
level of understanding, the story is about a stubborn person changing his mind. At a more abstract 
level of understanding, it is about people in general being capable of modifying their thoughts and 
desires even when they are convinced that they cannot or do not want to do so. This more abstract 
level of understanding can be appreciated by two and three year old children only if the higher level 
of meaning comes out of a discussion of the book with a more mature adult.

The term abstraction also applies to uses of language. Abstract language is said to include terms 
that refer to entities other than physical objects and events, for example, “justice” and “freedom” as 
opposed to terms that refer to actual physical things, like “chair” and “car”. Abstract language also 
includes indirect uses of language, such as metaphors and figures of speech. For example, a concrete 
thinker would interpret “People who live in glass houses should not throw stones” to refer literally 
to breakable panes of glass. An abstract thinker, in contrast, would understand that the figure of 
speech means that people who have faults of their own should not criticize others.

After my presentation I decided to revisit some of the research I completed earlier to decide where I wanted to focus my attention. Although time was running out, I 
truly felt with the research I’ve done to this point, that a really good idea lay within.

Secondary Research
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At this point, this concept is very much in it’s infancy.
The idea is that a child can write or draw about what they want, 
which is already a form of expression and similar to journalling.

They can do this discreetly and on their own if they do not want 
to feel vulnerable. 

While they are doing this the pen will read their heart rate, gal-
vanic response and pressure to determine how they feel about 
the subject matter.

This information is then translated to colours so the user can 
visualise how they feel to promote self awareness and regulation.

This could also be used as a monitoring tool.

This is the point I first thought of the pen concept. After my feedback from the presentation it was obvious I had to revise my research in order to think clearly. I men-
tioned this concept during class but I was unable to describe the idea fully as it was not yet developed enough but I felt it was good.

Meeting with Elaine Roub

Insights
Elaine works in Cruse Bereavement and deals mainly with children, therefore a lot of their interven-
tions are based around play

She also agrees with Gerry McCanny and Alex Bradley’s thoughts on expression and the need to let 
your emotions out. At Cruse they use so many toys, exercises and tools in order to achieve this.

-Memory Jars - colour theory and understanding emotions
-Puppets - using these puppets to express emotion through a surrogate - overcomes barrier of vulnera-
bility
-Button Game - symbolism - certain buttons represent a certain person, place or thing - subjective
-Drawing timelines - enables the child to look back on their life and to see how far they have come
-The many books similar to Dr. Seuess’ Green Eggs and Ham - Stories that contain abstract meanings

Opportunities
The opportunity definitely lies in the pen concept. All of the reasons why Cruse use these interventions 
are completely relevant to the what that concept tries to achieve.

My tutor originally suggested I try and contact Elaine as she tackles some of the topics I was trying to tackle also and after this meeting I had full confidence that this 
concept could work, so I decided to progress with it.

Concept Generation Primary Research
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The first change I made was changing the output from colours to forms as they 
will be abstract like the art from my early research - similar to shells - subjective 
interpretation - symbolic - similar to button game

The user can paint, throw away or build upon these forms - panting similar to 
memory jar

Abstract forms will be used with social influence to explain abstract concepts such 
as death to a child (concrete thinker) - similar to the many books

Will use the pen multiple times therefore have multiple forms - similar to a time-
line - ability to look back upon life journey

User can utilise these forms in discussions with others as a vehicle of meaning - 
similar to the puppets used at Cruse

All of this is in an attempt to tap into their subconscious mind and could aid in 
non-verbal communication

Feedback

Meeting with Gerry McCanny

Main Points

Overall the feedback was very positive
Magic pen name is good - doesn’t think anymore thought is needed
Idea of the child getting to take away the object after simply writing or drawing is great
Could help children understand the emotions they are feeling - quite often they could feel something but not know what it is
Could see the idea being used for autistic children - helping them understand abstract concepts also - extreme concrete thinkers

Development Needed
How well could a child relate to an abstract form?
How well could it help a child recognise the feelings they are having?
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Meeting with Gerry McCanny

Main Points

Again the feedback was very positive
Tool for utilising the affect bridge for recovering memories
Thinks it is transgenerational
Use with children 8 years and older - any younger and they won’t fully understand the meaning of the exercise

Development Needed
Extension of other things?
Access to a bigger picture?
Projecting image?
Earphones?

Can I incorporate some form of positive affirmation? - sounds and images to reduce stress
Everything we sense is raw data - how we interpret this data dictates how we feel so if we can change the input, we can change the meaning
Thoughts - feelings - behaviours
Child sensory input - visual and auditory - integrating audio and colour
Comfortable and manageable - child friendly
Associate with fun

After feedback from Gerry and Alex I went ahead and designed the form of the pen itself, which was left to the side for a while.

I also took into consideration Alex Bradley’s feedback about positive affirmations and incorporating lights and sounds for the child to interact with. To get around this 
addition looking as if I added it in without any thought I decided to include a case for the pen in which the lights and sounds would be contained.
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Focus04
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One of the biggest problems I had at this point was keeping the model at a realistic scale. As a representational model I planned on using some electronics inside to 
simulate the outputs, but keeping the circuitry compact enough to fit inside was difficult.
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The forms shown here depict some of the emotions that the user may feel throughout their expression. Unfortunately I didn’t have enough time to develop more 
but certain characteristics are inspired by facial expressions and body posture as many of them are innate.

The information gathered from the user while they interact with the pen will be collated and plotted onto a valence graph and different areas on the graph dictate 
certain characteristics.

Simple things such as having a high centre of gravity and a small surface area in contact with the ground are used to create tension and reflect a high arousal state. 
While low centre of gravity can portray a relaxed or even sluggish state.

Smooth curvatures would generally be a positive but if the curvatures are beginning to stoop downwards, it would begin to reflect a negative state. Whereas sharp 
angles are there to show signs of alertness and in particular the tense or stressed emotions.

There would be 4 inputs from the user - Heart rate, galvanic response, pen pressure (all sub conscious) and pen tracking picking up ‘feeling words’ (conscious). This 
information is then used to generate a form on a XYZ axis.

Serene / Relaxed
This form is rounded with a low centre of 
gravity and has smooth curvatures. The 

overall form is very balanced.

Nervous / Stressed
This form has a high centre of gravity with 

sharp edges and the form replicates the 
body posture of someone who is stressed 

with shoulders hunched upwards.

Elated / Excited
This form was inspired by body posture 
but, blind athletes in particular. It was 
shown in a study when a blind athlete 

wins a race they would throw their arms 
up in the air with excitement and joy.
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Presentation
All of my work to date was condensed and presented to an industrial 
and academic panel.

Feedback
The feedback overall was very positive
Abstract forms are similar to a 3D representation of Rorschach images

Development Needed
What are the ethics behind this concept? 
Are all of the forms going to be hard and rigid?
Will the case interfere with the users heart rate etc.? 
Will whoever is supervising the session be using any prompts?

Feedback

Resolving 
The Issues
In terms of ethics, I spoke to Amelia Broadley again as she has dealt 
with using bodily samples before and understands the ethics behind it. I 
would need to begin by getting consent from the user as this device will 
be reading their body and giving me information. I would then have to 
outline a privacy procedure tell the user that their information will be 
stored for a period of time to be used for monitoring.

The 3D forms printed do not have to be hard and rigid. Flexible fila-
ments can used instead of other rigid plastics..

The case will interfere with the users heart rate as it is planned to be 
used as part of a system. The case is used one the emotions are un-
earthed in an attempt to encourage positive affirmations. Changing the 
input and changing the meaning.

Using prompts during a session depends on the supervisor and how they 
wish to use the intervention. Gerry McCanny is a psychoanalyst which 
is not overly aggressive, therefore he may ask questions now and then. 
Alex Bradley uses NLP and Hypnotherapy which can be an aggressive 
and effective way of unearthing repressed memories, therefore he may 
prompt his client more than Gerry. Elaine Roub specialises in child ther-
apy which utilises play. Therefore she may let the child draw or write 
about whatever they want and discuss it afterwards.

THE PEN
INTERVENTION

INPUT

ABSTRACT FORM
UNEARTH REPRESSED MEMORIES

OUTPUT

THE CASE
UNDERSTAND BEHAVIOURS

OUTPUT
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Finish05
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Positives
Overall it was a very positive experience. I learned so much about our human experience and met a lot of great people during this project.

I think my final concept is a very good idea and taking into consideration where I started at the beginning, trying to tackle such a subjective 
topic, I am quite proud of where I finished.

My research skills have improved and I am not as nervous to attempt to talk to potential evaluators. 

From someone who isn’t the best maker, I recently began 3D printing during this project which has helped me prototype and bring my ideas to 
life much easier. It has also helped with my development in CAD programmes too.

I feel I am becoming a well rounded designer. My skill sets are always improving - sketching, CAD, Manufacturing and now I am able to apply 
innovative design practice to come up with original ideas.

Negatives
Time management is the main topic within negatives. This has prevented me from achieving further development and I was not able to fix some 
of the issues brought to me during my final presentation. It was also the cause of a very stressful couple of weeks towards the end of the project 
to get it finished.

I wish I had of completed more regular brief redefines throughout this project but the majority of the research and development was so broad 
in order to fully grasp the topic that I found it difficult to do so. I could think of this as a positive though and think of it as an incubation period.


