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The objects we own tell so much about 
ourselves; our tastes, our personalities, our 
identities. It is often our most personal and 
prized possessions which project these 
connotations - through the time, effort and 
value we put into purchasing, using and caring 
for such objects.

So why is it that assistive medical devices, 
objects which could not be more personal to 
those who need them, lack this precision and 
desire?

Why is it, that a prosthetic leg, a walking 
frame, a tracheostomy tube evoke repulsive 
responses? Why do they look and feel like they 
still belong in a hospital? Creating issues of 
stigma for the user personally, and how they 
are perceived. 

This exploration aims to better understand 
these issues, with the ultimate goal of 
identifying how we can challenge the current 
perceptions of medical assistive devices. 

Can medical be beautiful?



The first logical step in this investigation is to 
analyse and narrow the huge scope of medical 
devices.

As the investigation is aimed at tackling 
objects which carry issues of stigma, it is 
important to note that the medical devices 
in question are not those which would be 
used in a surgical scenario - blades, mass 
spectrometers, spotlights or alternatively 
those specific in a hospital environment - staff 
gowns, sterilization equipment. 

In contrast, personal devices are most relevant 
to this issue. Therefore items which reside 
on or with the body and those within the 
home environment will be the focus of this 
exploration.

Medical Landscape





Through brainstorming a wide range of 
medical assistive devices, certain patterns and 
groups began to emerge. This allowed a clearer 
focus of investigation.

The digestible medicines and internal devices 
were eliminated as they held too high a 
responsibility in their function. With regards 
to exploring ‘beauty’, these areas would raise 
ethical issues, rather than an improvement to 
the product. 

The internal / external devices sit on the 
fringe - although they carry issues similar 
to the internal devices, they arguably cause 
the biggest personal stress to the user and 
therefore are relevant to the investigation.

And finally the external devices. Things we keep 
on our person and things that reside in the 
home environment - all examples here are 
relevant to the investigation as they contribute 
to issues of stigma.



Material Beauty



The Fashion Show

Where better to begin examining our 
perception of ‘beauty’ than that of a place 
where figures and images are idolised? 

An attendance to The Clothes Show Live 
provided a first hand experience to better 
understand this preconceived notion of beauty.

Through observation I intended to gain 
insights into why our perceptions are fixed 
this way and if there are any common 
denominators available to transfer to medical 
devices.





It became quickly apparent that the human 
image can be very easily altered. During 
the show, the body acted as a canvas - the 
perception of the model was continuously 
altered depending on the outfit or clothing 
presented - as the multiple costume changes 
showed.

This highlights an interesting correlation 
between the fashion show and the nature of 
medical devices, as shown in this illustration;

Whether the clothing is attractive or not, the 
nature of the clothing persuades the audience 
that the model is attractive. 

This altering of perceptions mirrors that of 
medical assistive devices and their relation to 
unattractiveness.
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Professional Opinion

To gain further depth and understanding 
into how this market creates ‘images’ and 
what their ideals of beauty are, I conducted 2 
separate interviews with those involved in the 
industry:

Fashion Communication - To explore and 
understand how image is translated through 
what we wear.

Fashion Design - To understand how an image 
is created and the steps necessary to achieve 
it.



What are your opinions on beauty?

GC - I think the prescribed view of beauty is 
something which can be very narrow. Obviously 
if you think of people you believe and hold to 
be beautiful they might not necessarily fit that 
stereotype, which raises all sorts of interesting 
questions surrounding identity and beauty, 
culturally and globally.

Disability and medical aids are definitely part 
of that. Because it’s all about - what do I think 
is beautiful, what do you think is beautiful, what 
does everyone around think is beautiful - it 
shouldn’t necessarily be something which is so 
tightly defined.

“I think the prescribed 
view of beauty is 
something which can be 
very narrow”

Gayle Cantrell
Fashion Communication 
Programme Leader
Northumbria University



How do you go about creating an 
image during design? Is there an 
intent in creating an identity?

We look at communicating an ideal rather than 
communicating through a form and structure. 
So we don’t necessarily create an identity, we 
take one someone has already created and then 
interpret that again. We are creating a narrative 
with a series of objects, it’s not necessarily the 
object itself its the story it communicates.

If you look at fashion magazines they will 
communicate an idea or feeling with the aid 
of the clothing, but the photography, layout, 
typography and model are what really help to 
create the style shown.

“We look at 
communicating an ideal 
rather than through 
form and structure”

We all really act as stylists when we get up 
and dress, we make a series of choices which 
communicates a message to the people who 
see us that day. We are like curators of our own 
personal exhibitions. Some people take longer 
over this and others place priority on other 
aspects; am I going to be warm enough, do I 
have a meeting today. We are subconsciously 
making decisions about how people interpret 
how we are seen.



“We are like curators 
of our own personal 
exhibitions”

Do you think this mentality should 
apply to medical devices to?

It would be nice to have one which would 
fit every kind of mood that you’re in - that is 
interesting with something like medical devices, 
you do want something that is really personal, 
but its not something that you can change often 
like a pair of shoes. It’s something that needs 
to fit into different parts of your life, different 
identities that you project. 

“A medical device needs 
to fit into different parts 
of your life - different 
identities that you 
project”

Which disabilities do you feel would be most 
personal - which could benefit from this?

I think I’d be more worried about losing the 
ability to see or here, the lack of sense rather 
than a disfigurement or losing a limb. 



I keep thinking about teenagers because they 
tend to kind of have - its a difficult age to be 
different, everyone wants to be different, I’m 
thinking about my god-daughter again because 
she went through a period of not wearing a 
hearing aid to fit in, but she then stood out 
because she couldn’t hear. Its that push-pull 
because you want to be the same but you want 
to be different and in trying to find that balance 
you end up in an awkward position. 

How beautiful would it be to have something 
that is not hidden but is also quite noticeable 
and eye catching? Instead of hiding the thing, 
show it off! 

“How beautiful would it 
be, to have something 
that is not hidden, but is 
quite noticeable and eye 
catching?”

That’s where the contrast lies. There’s the object 
that makes you seem less capable and the 
object which makes you seem superhuman - 
they both serve the same function but give off a 
different image.



How do you begin creating an image?

RB - In the fashion industry there are so many 
people involved. I design clothes, and so we 
come up with the trends. But depending on 
which brand you are working for, you usually 
have to follow a brand identity. Behind that 
there will be a marketing team, a PR team and 
a whole big in-house gang which makes sure 
the images you see fit in with a whole load of 
criteria. 

So although the clothing which comes out at 
the end is on trend, it also has to fit with the 
brand guidelines. Lets take two examples. John 
Lewis versus Topman. Say they both make a 
pair of dark jeans, even if the jeans are identical, 
they’re going to photograph them in completely 
different ways from the image to the model 
they use.

People buy into that brand, because they’re big, 
they’re huge and they always have quite a good 
marketing campaign. A lot of big fashion brands 
began making frames because they had such a 
big fashion kudos.

Rose Blake
Menswear Fashion Designer
Dior, John Lewis, Arcadia Group



“People buy into the 
brand - because they’re 
big, and because they 
have a great marketing 
campaign.”

Are there any processes in fashion design 
which would be applicable to this area of 
design?

The core of it all is your customer.  You have to 
keep them in mind at all times. What does he/
she buy, what does he/she read, what things 
would he/she like to have. You constantly have 
to re-evaluate them, as they change as does 
their tastes.

Things such as hearing aids seem to connect to 
a perception of older people. Yet children still 
have them, and they grow up - so that would 
have to cater to every possible age range. If you 
look at Ray-Bans, they manage to cover across 
all age ranges yet still carry a strong brand 
identity.

“The core of it all is 
your customer.”



“I think brand is the 
most important part. 
Look at white t-shirts, I 
bet you don’t buy yours 
from M&S?”

Why? Its that whole thing of brand association. 
I’ve recently done a lot of work with John Lewis 
- some of their product didn’t get as much press 
because John Lewis is associated with furniture, 
and middle-class-middle-aged older people. But 
they actually sell a lot more than that, and so 
changing perceptions is part of that.

So in relation to your work, you could design 
the sexiest medical device in the world, but 
unless it has the marketing and advertising 
behind it, it won’t break the perceptions.

I don’t - I get mine from Calvin Klein.

I think brand is possibly the most important 
part of it, that really helps sell the image. If you 
look at white t-shirts, I bet you don’t but yours 
from Marks and Spencers do you?



I would try and find some relevant imagery. So 
in the John Lewis example - to get rid of the 
association with the brand I used images of a 
cool old guy and a cool young guy - so it goes 
from young guy to old guy to strap-line - they 
would look cool at any age.

So say you took a child, a guy your age and an 
older guy - I’d probably build a customer profile 
for each and see if I could draw any common 
denominator between them.

Then we would focus on the customer research. 
We would look at what they are wearing now, 
what they are wanting to wear. 

From this we would create a correlation 
between the two and ultimately, build a new 
profile appealing to their own personal image.

How would you begin to break the 
perceptions from a fashion angle?

“You could design the 
sexiest medical device in 
the world - but unless it has 
the marketing behind it, it 
won’t break perceptions.”



As Illustrated by the previous chapters, ‘beauty’ 
goes beyond the material - it relates to the 
individual.  To ground an understanding into our 
perceptions, it deemed appropriate to evaluate 
how we feel about our own identities.

Portrait

Personal Beauty



Most, if not all, drawings had 
a focus on one or two details 
which the participant believed 
was their defining features - 
whether consciously or not.

Negative features played 
a prominent role in the 
illustrations, as most would 
highlight areas they felt most 
uncomfortable about.

The task was simple:
“Draw how you think you look.”

There were no other rules, it 
was up to the user to take it as 
far or as little as they possibly 
wanted.

The lack of drawing ability was 
not important - the focus of the 
exercise was on what was drawn.

During the process it was very 
apparent that an individual’s 
personality affected the drawing.

Those more reserved in nature 
drew a much more quiet - 
plain style of drawing, with less 
expression.
Others fully embraced their 
personality - to the point where 
some included their thoughts 
and ideas alongside their profile.





The illustrations have shown that as individuals 
we are all very sensitive with our perceptions 
of ourselves. We focus on what we believe are 
our defining features yet as the photographs 
show - this is not always the case.

This understanding can only be heightened 
through the use of a medical assistive device 
- whereby the device becomes the dominant 
factor in determining our identity.



TEXT

To understand this question it 
felt most appropriate to ask the 
public directly. Here I created 
a visual survey  to gauge how 
the strength of a persons visual 
appeal effects their perceived 
personality.

Please watch the film at 
vimeo.com/139505327 
before proceeding.

Public Perceptions
If we are that sensitive to our 
own identities, how do we 
respond to others?

https://vimeo.com/139505327


Even with the attention given to prosthetics 
through the recent paralympics, this exercise 
highlighted that there are issues surrounding 
physical aids.

Although prosthetics are quite visually striking, 
it shows any change or aid to someones body 
clearly has a profound effect on the way they 
are perceived - and ultimately their identity.



Spectacles
There is possibly no better example of a 
physical aid than spectacles. Although an 
assistive device, spectacles have managed 
to transform themselves from the 
assistive stereotype into a desired fashion 
accessory.

But does something which has blurred 
this line still hold issues of stigma? What 
helps to separate it? To identify this I 
asked a series of participants two simple 
questions:

How do you feel about wearing glasses?

Why did you choose that specific pair?

Many comments revealed similar 
responses, therefore those most 
appropriate are shown.



“I don’t really notice 
them to be honest, 
they’re almost part of 
me I’ve had them that 
long.

I chose this type 
because I felt it fitted 
my personality the 
most - it suited my 
style.”

“If I didn’t have to 
wear them I wouldn’t 
- but because I do I 
made sure I got myself 
a good quality pair.”

“I hate wearing them 
in public, I put contacts 
in before I leave the 
house - I just use these 
because they were 
cheap and convenient 
for in and around the 
house”“I like wearing mine - I 

chose this pair because 
I thought they were 
quite geeky, like me.

It’s nice to have the 
option to pick a 
style that fits your 
personality.”

“Wearing glasses 
doesn’t bother me - I 
bought these because 
they were the cheapest 
pair I could get”.



“I only wear these 
for reading, so I don’t 
really mind wearing 
them - they were 
simply the cheapest 
pair.”

“People associate me 
with glasses - so there’s 
a natural motivation to 
keep the identity.

This pair is all about 
the details  - I like to 
have an object which 
fits in with my personal 
style.”

“I’ve had them so long 
I couldn’t imagine 
myself without them, 
they’re a reflection of 
who I am.

I wear these things 
day in, day out. To me, 
quality is important 
-  they need to last the 
wear and tear and stay 
part of me for as long 
as they can.”

“I don’t really mind to 
be honest - I’d rather 
not wear them but it’s 
not something I overly 
object to.

I really liked this style - 
they fit in with the type 
of clothing I wear.”



“I haven’t really worn 
glasses for too long - at 
first I was against it 
but after a while I grew 
used to them.

I have this style 
because they feel 
mature like myself - I 
wouldn’t suit one of 
these thick frame pairs, 
they’re too young.”

“I quite like wearing 
them. They can become 
an inconvenience 
during my surgical 
work but other than 
that they’re great.

I picked these because 
they’re customizable. 
The blue detailing is for 
my causal dress, but if 
you flip them around 
they become black, 
which is better for any 
formal events. Saves 
me from paying for 2 
pairs!”

“I use them as a 
comfort blanket - I’m 
quite self conscious 
about my looks to 
begin with, so my 
glasses almost act as a 
shield.

I picked this pair 
because they were my 
favorite colour, I liked 
the style and they were 
on offer, so I made a 
saving!”



Although glasses have blurred the boundary 
between an assistive device and the fashion 
industry - it seems they can hold issues 
of stigma, although not as dramatic as a 
prosthetic limb illustrated.

However they find comfort in choosing a pair 
which is personal to them - which reflects 
their style and suits their personality - whilst 
being functional at an attainable price point.



Hearing Aid

As an experiment to experience first hand 
how an assistive device effects our identity on 
a personal level, I wore a hearing aid for a day.

The aim of the investigation was to gain insight 
into what creates stigma, and if something as 
small and ‘unobtrusive’ can have an effect on a 
users identity.



Interestingly, the hearing aid rarely caused 
many obvious reactions from those I came 
into contact with. A fleeting glance at the most, 
but no major reactions, with one exception.

When interacting with a member of bar 
staff she began to alter her speech and over-
exaggerate her mouth movements - although 
the intent was pleasant (and the exaggerations 
were not overly done) it made me feel 
inadequate that she felt she had to cater 
towards me.

The main issue was from a personal 
perspective. I was completely aware that I was 
wearing a hearing aid - the fact that the object 
was attempting to hide, in colour and shape, 
felt so obvious, in itself making the experience 
all the worse. 

If this was permanent, it would be hard to 
accept my hearing loss with an object like that. 

If the object was attractive, made more 
personal like a watch or accessory I think I 
would have been able to accept the fact I was 
wearing it far easier. It would be ‘mine’.



Beyond the aesthetic issues I began 
discovering many other inconveniences. 

Attempting to answer the phone proved a 
hindrance, as the plastic kept colliding with the 
phone, stopping me from resting it against my 
face - and possibly scratching both devices.

My usual habit of putting headphones on 
during public transport was hindered - as it 
proved far to uncomfortable to sustain.

Other small nuances were highlighted which I 
was not initially aware of. For example, when 
going to sleep or showering - what happens 
to it? Where do you put it in the meantime? 
There is no pouch or protective case when 
the device is not in use. Furthermore, a device 
which will need regular cleaning through ear 
wax buildup does not receive the equivalent 
cleaning peripherals as glasses would.

Going into areas which have specific 
frequencies or areas which require volume 
adjustment provide an uncomfortable 
interaction whilst trying to switch to the right 
channel whilst on my ear.



Honesty
Honest in concept. It shouldn’t try to 
disguise the its purpose, it should augment and 
celebrate it.

Honest in form. The product should embody 
the most convenient form for use and style.

Honest in material. The product should 
utilize materials which are best suited to the 
environment and application of the medical 
device.

Personal
It is apparent that we all take pride in our 
appearance, whether there is a focus on a 
function or aesthetic, this still communicates 
our identity. Therefore any medical assistive 
device must resonate with the user, as it 
becomes an extension of themselves - no 
matter how large or small.

Synopsis

Through this exploration, it has became 
evident that medical can, of course, be 
beautiful. Although subjective in nature, there 
are commonalities throughout each activity.

It seems beauty, though tightly stereotyped, is  
possible to communicate in any object through 
a strongly associated ideal and product 
coherence. This ideal can be alternatively 
communicated as brand values, and the two 
culminating values identified through this 
exploration are as follows.



The Next Steps

The honest and personal criteria have shown 
what attributes are needed to create a 
successfully beautiful medical device. 

Now an analysis of the external devices 
defined in the early stages of the exploration 
can highlight which are most in need of these 
principles.

5 questions, based upon the issues highlighted 
throughout the exploration, have been devised 
to single out devices through a colour co-
ordination.



Through the process, the hearing aid is the object 
highlighted with most relevant issues and areas worth 
developing - as touched upon in the role playing.

There are newer technologies available with recent 
hearing aids - peripheral remotes, blue-tooth capabilities 
for external audio devices. However these newer 
products still retain the traditional archetype, attempting 
to hide the device - still carrying the issues outlined in 
this exploration.

Issues beyond simply the form-making - the interaction 
and function with the device, usability with regards to 
storage, cleaning and battery replacement  play a part in 
the entire anatomy of a hearing aid.



A customizable hearing aid, consisting of a 
uniform core with unique individual ‘casings’ 
to provide a variety of styles to suit a wide 
variety of identities.

#2 - Shell

By providing an element of personalization, 
the user can choose an object that fits their 
personality and identity - easing the comfort 
and acceptance of use.

A new archetype of hearing aid, which 
intentionally breaks the conventional ‘hidden’ 
aid into one which augments and celebrates 
it’s purpose.

#1 - Showcase

An opportunity to create bold, new forms, 
details and finishes to provide the user with a 
sense of confidence for their product.



The branding will push an image of ‘embracing’ the 
hearing aids - taking into account all stakeholders 
from children to the elderly.  Honesty and 
Personalization will play a role as brand values.

After

A brand associated with breaking the overarching 
stereotype of the ‘aging’ and the ‘beige box’ through 
a series of inspiring campaigns and guidelines. With 
a focus on appealing to all ages and genders.

#3 - Brand

Before


