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For a long time I have said that I suffer from stress and 
usually attributed it to work. Recently, however, I started 
to wonder why I feel this way. I should start by expressing 
that there were no clear reasons why I felt stressed because 
of work. These jobs were all in very safe, office-based envi-
ronments, under very humane working conditions. Yet, that 
didn’t suffice; I felt stressed anyway. The fact was that how 
I felt was not because of work. I was immersed in a regular 
feeling of life-stress, giving me anxiety throughout my day. 
Over the years I have found that I’m not alone—and I confess 
it is comforting to know I share this issue with others. Each 
of us has our own ways to deal with these moments of stress; 
and this research shows my relatively new view on them.

Preface
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Today, more than-one quarter of the workforce population 
in Canada feels stressed (Government of Canada, 2015; 
Mental Health Commission of Canada [MHCC], 2015, p. 39), 
and work is one of the main sources of stress (Crompton, 
2011, p. 46). Being self-aware, and conscious of the sources 
of our own stress are key for changing how we deal with 
everyday stressors. The body of design research presented 
in this thesis resulted in a design framework for creating 
mindful reflection practices regarding how we perceive, 
express and contemplate our life experiences. Through par-
ticipatory design, individuals who feel stressed were engaged 
in co-creation and journaling activities in order to generate 
insights on: 1) how they were feeling during the day from an 
emotional, mental, physical and social perspective; 2) the 
possible reasons for such feelings; 3) the actions they took 
or envisioned taking in order to de-stress during that day. 
In a practice-led investigation, the ring patterns seen on the 
cross-section of a tree log were the inspiration for the design 
of visual and physical artefacts. These rings carry a lifetime 
of experiential information, suggesting that the way we 
choose to live our everyday experiences directly contribute 
to the person we become. 

Abstract

Keywords
Participatory design research
Research through design 
Design process
Design artefacts
Information visualization
Holistic visualizations
Everyday life stress
Design for self-awareness
Mindful reflection practices
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In recent years, a good number of Canadian workers have 
perceived life stress—stress as defined by the individu-
al experiencing a situation, and the effects on their mind 
and body as caused by that situation (Cohen, Kamarck, & 
Mermelstein, 1983, p. 385). Working is an activity present 
in most adults’ lives and, similar to any other everyday life 
experience, its events, routines and responsibilities can be a 
source of stress (see Side note 1 for statistics on work stress in 
Canada). However, stressful events do not need to carry only 
negative connotations. They also create opportunities for 
self-growth. How we perceive ourselves, and the actions and 
postures we take in life, seem to have an influence on how we 
deal with them.

Everyday stressors can be pervasive in people’s lives, though 
the action of dealing with them can make us stronger. Di-
Corcia and Tronick (2011), developmental and behavioural 
psychologists, defend the idea that developing quotidian 
resilience mechanisms is essential to overcoming stressful 
events. For them, “small stressors are ubiquitous in everyday 
experience” and simply being attentive to how we engage in 
the world can contribute to the development of resilience to 
stress (DiCorcia & Tronick, 2011, p. 1600). 

Side note 1. Statistics on  
work stress in Canada.  
In the Canadian Community 
Health Survey 2014, “23% of 
Canadians aged 15 and older 
(6.7 million people) reported 
that most days were ‘quite a 
bit’ or ‘extremely stressful’” 
(Government of Canada, 2015). 
A few years before, in a report 
published by Statistics Canada 
about the main sources of stress 
among workers, Crompton 
(2011) shows that 62% of the 
employed Canadian population 
who reported that their lives 
were ‘quite a bit’ or ‘extremely 
stressful’ (p. 45) indicate work 
as the main source of stress, 
followed by lack of time 
and financial issues (p. 46). 
According to the Mental Health 
Commission of Canada (2015), 
for over a decade more than 
one-quarter of the workforce 
population in Canada considers 
themselves “highly stressed most 
of their working days” (p. 39), 
with these numbers decreasing 
only slightly since 2003.

Changing perspectives 
of everyday stress
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How we perceive and react to these stress-
ors is key to our lives. The approach tak-
en by health psychologist K. McGonigal 
(2015) involves shifting perspectives and 
seeing stressful situations as life challenges 
that push ourselves forward. Stress can be 
positive if we think of it as an instigator for 
personal growth, and identify which life 
factors are meaningful to us and which are 
worth changing. Asking ourselves “What 
mission in life or at work most inspired you? 
What change do you want to create? What 
kind of positive impact do you want to have 
on the people around you?” (K. McGonigal, 
2015, p. 149) can contribute to broadening 
our perspectives on how we deal with stress. 
These questions challenge us to see our 
personal values, motivations, intentions and 
daily actions in a broader context; how we 
live now is the result of how we build our 
lives and perceive ourselves in the world.

Ultimately, these questions suggest an inves-
tigation into how we view our very personal 
selves. In the book The Malaise of Moderni-
ty, the Canadian philosopher Taylor (1991) 
says that the search for “the inner voice is 
important because it tells us what is the 
right thing to do” (p. 26). For him, to be in 
touch with our moral feelings requires us to 
be authentic, as well as understand who we 
are, and where we come from:

Being true to myself means being 
true to my own originality and that 
is something only I can articulate 
and discover. In articulating it, I am 
also defining myself. … This is the 
background understanding to the 
modern ideal of authenticity, and 
to the goals of self-fulfilment and 
self-realization. (Taylor, 1991, p. 29)

When we are self-aware and mindful of 
how we conduct our lives—the decisions 
we make, the actions we take and how we 
feel about them—we are open to change. 
Arrien (1993)—anthropologist whose work 
reveals the relevance of Indigenous wisdom 
to our relationship with others, nature and 
ourselves—comments that in contemporary 
society, many people feel little or no connec-
tion between the inner and outer world in 
which we live our daily lives (p. 3). For Ar-
rien (1993), we should honour what we sense 
by being attentive to our intuition, “the 
source that sparks external seeing (percep-
tion); internal viewing (insight); and holistic 
seeing (vision)” (p. 84). 

With K. McGonigal (2015), Taylor (1991), and 
Arrien (1993) in mind, we can say that in 
order to develop resilience, we should un-
derstand who we are, and how we perceive 
and express ourselves. We are engaged in a 

Theoretical context and framing
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constant search to understand ourselves  
in the context of our surroundings. 

This thesis suggests that developing a 
mindfulness practice of reflecting on how 
we perceive, express and contemplate our 
everyday life can make us become more self-
aware, and conscious of how we impact—
and are influenced by—the world around 
us. This awareness can create opportunity 
to critically inquire and explore our values, 
how we project them into our everyday lives, 
and how we can commit to our thoughts, 
intentions and actions. When we make 
ourselves responsible for our inner life and 
active contributors to the outer world, we 
can revise our approach towards the stories 
we live that might cause us stress, and see 
possibilities for change.

To develop resilience to everyday life stress, 
we can engage in reflective mindfulness 
practices by looking at our own life experi-
ences. Sanders & Stappers (2012) suggest that 
“the experience of the moment is connected 
to the past and future through memories 
and dreams” (p. 55). They elaborate: “people’s 
memories, of past experiences influence how 
they behave and feel in the moment. Simi-
larly,  people’s dreams for future experience 
also influence their perception of the mo-
ment” (Sanders & Stappers, 2012, p. 56). By 

How can design foster  
self-awareness and 
help individuals 
develop resilience  
to everyday life stress?
By engaging in a regular reflective 
mindfulness practice, we can ponder 
different aspects of the actions we take, 
the decisions we make, and how these can 
impact our and others’ lives.

guiding our thoughts on our own everyday 
life experiences, and the expectations we 
have for the future, we can make conscious 
choices about how we will deal with present 
and future stressful situations.



16

Design research  
and process2



17

The primary research process presented in the following 
four sections involves exploratory and participatory design 
research, observations on my personal drawing meditation 
practice, and research through design (RtD) methods (see 
Figure 1). The design explorations that I present in the first 
section contextualized and informed the participatory design 
research decisions, in which I conducted co-creation and jour-
nal activities in order to understand how people perceive and 
deal with everyday life stress. In the second section I dive into 
this experience and describe my insights and analysis of these 
activities. Following this, I present how my personal medita-
tive drawing practice intertwines and informs the direction 
taken in this design process. This new direction is expressed 
in the RtD section through visual and physical artefacts that 
I designed to explore how we can foster self-awareness and 
create moments of introspection in our everyday lives.

Figure 1. Design research 
diagram. How my personal 
meditative drawing practice 
is incorporated into the 
participatory and RtD processes.

Co-creation

Stressless
App

Stressless
Cards

Participatory
design
research

Exploratory
design
research

Journaling
research

Research 
analysis

Holistic
visualizations

Journal Sculpture
Lifetime Scroll

Research
through

Design

Drawing
meditations
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Figure 2. Exploratory design 
research diagram. The Stressless 
Cards and Stressless App that 
illustrate this section are 
examples of how exploratory 
design projects cannot only be 
a reflect of, but also guide the 
design process.

2.1

Stressless
App

Stressless
Cards

Exploratory
design
research
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This exploratory design research is guided by the life of 
Violet, a persona that I created based on secondary research 
(Crompton, 2011; Heart and Stroke Foundation of Canada, 
2013; MHCC, 2015), as well as my own life experience and 
personal observations. Violet’s personality, habits and 
behaviours led me to design Stressless Cards and Stressless 
App, exploratory projects intended to foster individuals’ 
Emotional, Mental, Physical, and Social experiences.

Exploratory   
design research
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Everyday life stressors

1. Family responsibilities

2. Sudden work demands

3. Overload of work

4. Not enough time to rest

5. Thinking about work 
during family time

6. Personal versus  
professional life

7. Feeling that she should  
work long hours

8. Has trouble sleeping

Violet
36 years old 
software designer

Violet lives with her husband 
and a 3 year old daughter

She works 40h/week in  
a small, local software  
start-up office

She wakes up around 6AM 
to her get daughter ready for 
daycare and herself for work

In the meantime, her 
husband prepares breakfast 
for the family

At work, she has a full day 
of responsibilities and she 
feels she is always late with 
deadlines

New demands are commonly 
added to her backlog, 
regardless of what is already 
assigned to her

She regularly feels like she 
should take work home to 
meet her goals

She leaves her office at 
5PM sharp to pick up her 
daughter at the daycare

During dinner time, she can’t 
stop thinking (and talking) 
about her work, the reason 
why she feels guilty for 
considering that she doesn't 
give much attention to her 
family’s needs

Even though she is 
exhausted after having put 
her daughter to bed, she 
cannot rest, thinking about 
all she has to do the next day
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Figure 3. Persona and scenario. 
In this scenario, the hours of the 
day are represented in: green, the 
times of day when the persona 
was calm; yellow, the moments 
when she was under acceptable 
levels of distress; and red, under 
critical moments of distress. 

Scenario visualizations can display a timeline of events that 
occur during a regular day of the persona (Martin & Han-
ington, 2012, p. 152). I designed this scenario to visualize 
events that might cause the persona peaks of stress, when 
these events would likely happen, and how long they might 
potentially last (see Figure 3). 

The green, yellow and red circles differ from the bars shown 
at the bottom of the page as the first represent specific mo-
ments in the day, and the second are recurrent thoughts and 
built-in mindsets which persist regardless of the day, hour, or 
specific event. Chronic or persistent stress is represented here 
by the red bottom bars. The green and yellow bars are per-
sistent calm and eustress mindsets, respectively. According to 
Cohen (2011), chronic stress leads individuals to experience 
exhaustion, illness and disease if it becomes routine in their 
lives, while eustress is a beneficial type of stress, commonly 
associated with higher performance, energy and focus. 

Persona and scenario
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Game designer J. McGonigal (2012) created 
a method for encouraging people to build 
positive behaviours in the face of stressful 
situations. Using her method, individuals 
can build emotional, mental, physical and 
social resilience in order react positively and 
not be affected by stressful situations. 

According to J. McGonigal (2012), physical 
resilience, is developed when our body is 
worked so that “our heart, lungs, and brain 
react efficiently to stressful situations”; men-
tal resilience is achieved as we exercise our 
focus, willpower and determination; emo-
tional resilience is associated with seeing 
and experiencing our life through a positive 
lens, and being more hopeful than fearful; 
and “social resilience is about relationships” 
and how they support us in life.

With J. McGonigal’s (2012) strategy in 
mind, I designed Stressless Cards, a set of 
eight cards that displays emotional-, men-
tal-, physical-, and social-related practices 
such as be grateful, meditate, sleep well 
and make connections (see Figure 4). Each 
practice illustrated in the Stressless Cards is 
followed by recommendations of activities 
divided into four different levels of diffi-
culty, from those that might be easiest to 
accomplish—e.g.: meditate for 5 minutes 
three times a week—to those that might 
require more willpower to perform—e.g.: at 
least twice a month take part in a commu-
nity activity.

Figure 4. Stressless Cards. 
Emotional, mental, physical 
and social related-practices 
and activities for building  
resilience to stress.

Stressless Cards

Emotional

Mental

Physical

Social

Design research and process Exploratory design research
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Figure 5. Developing resilience 
with everyday activities.  
Similar to Stressless Cards, 
individuals can select an 
emotional, mental, physical  
or social activities.

The Stressless App introduces the idea that 
each of us should be self-aware and mindful 
of the time and space we share with others. 
This app uses J. McGonigal’s (2012) four pil-
lars for developing personal resilience in ev-
eryday life—emotional, mental, physical and 
social—as a way for reaching self-awareness 
while exploring the importance that time 
and location plays on stress and wellness 
(K. McGonigal, 2015, p. 141). In the Stressless 
App, individuals’ preferences and location, 
along with the current time, are used to give 
recommendations for behavioural practices 
and activities that can enhance resilience to 
everyday life stress (see Figure 5–7).

Stressless App

Design research and process Exploratory design research
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Figure 6. Activity by location. 
Individuals can receive recom-
mendations for a location-spe-
cific activity. For example, if an 
individual is near a seawall, and 
chooses a physical goal, the rec-
ommendation might be to take 
a contemplative walk on the sea-
wall. This feature requires build-
ing up a database of relevant and 
considered activities that relates 
to the selected goal.

Figure 7. Activities balance. 
A dynamic chart aggregates 
the number of times the user 
engages with emotional, mental, 
physical or social activities. The 
assumption is that the more 
balanced these pillars are, the 
more balanced the individual 
would be. This screen also shows 
the history of the latest activities 
performed.

Swiping left over an 
activity reveals sad, 
neutral and happy 
emotion icons. By 
selecting one of 
the icons, users can 
check into an activity.
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Figure 8. Participatory design 
research diagram. Co-creation 
and journaling activities were 
conducted and further analyzed 
in this phase of the design 
research.

2.2

Co-creation

Participatory
design
research

Journaling
research

Research 
analysis
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Using a framework of participatory design research methods, 
I designed a series of co-creation and journaling activities 
intended to explore how individuals who work in Canada 
perceive their daily lives, and how they develop resilience to ev-
eryday stress, specifically work-related stress. Violet—persona 
introduced on the exploratory design research section—illus-
trates the habits and behaviours of the target audience of this 
research. However, these participatory design activities were 
designed in such a way that anyone with perceived life stress 
could participate of this study (see Figure 9 on the next page). 

Participatory  
design research
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Figure 9. Recruitment poster. 
Both co-creation and journaling 
activities were conducted in 
Canada in the summer of 2016, 
and were aimed at adults who 
experience everyday work-
related stress.

Design research and process Participatory design research
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In this co-creation activity, three people who live and work 
in Canada expressed how they perceive everyday work-relat-
ed stress in relation to three different mindsets: their present 
experience, their feelings and behaviours built over past 
experiences, and their expectations for an envisioned future.

Co-creation research

1. Relation to present moment: 
How is your typical workday?

The participants individually 
created a timeline with a 
collage of the activities they 
usually engage in on a typical 
workday. They identified 
usual sources of stress and 
when those events are likely 
to occur during the day, from 
the time they wake up, until 
the moment they go to bed. 
This activity helped me to 
understand how these people 
relate their current routine to 
their perception of everyday  
life stress.

Participants expressed 
the thoughts, feelings and 
sensations they typically 
experience while dealing with 
some of the situations shared 
on the timeline. This activity 
evoked the participants’ 
self-awareness, or the 
consciousness we have of our 
own feelings, perceptions, 
intentions, behaviours and 
actions, by asking them to 
reflect on their feelings and 
common behaviours when  
facing stressful situations.

The participants expressed 
their expectations for better 
understanding sources 
of stress, and discussed 
alternatives that could help 
them better deal with those 
situations, such as task 
prioritization and sharing 
frustrations with a colleague 
(see Appendix A for a more 
comprehensive overview).

2. Relation to past experiences: 
How do you usually feel and 
behave under stress?

3. Expectations for the future: 
How do you envision 
yourself dealing with these 
stressful moments?

Participants
Duration
Location

3
60 min
Medium size start-up office 
in Vancouver
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Figure 10. Co-creation  
activities. By combining their 
timelines together, participants 
could visualize similarities and 
connections between them, such 
as when stress is perceived and 
how it is distributed throughout 
the day.
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The three timelines created presented similarities, which is 
logical since all participants worked for the same company,  
and all in administrative positions. One similarity relates 
to how stress was perceived throughout the day, initially 
building up in the first hours of the morning when they rush 
to work, and reaching its peak in the afternoon with the end 
of the workday approaching (see Figure 10). 

Participants individually plotted their daily activities on a 
line chart. Even though the representations looked alike, 
their meaning and intentions were different. One of the 
participants’ line chart illustrated their level of energy and 
productivity throughout the day; others represented how 
they perceived the day from an emotional perspective. They 
also associated these variations in energy, productivity 
and emotion with factors that can cause stress that they 
had noted in their earlier work on their timelines, such as 
feeling overloaded, disagreements between team members 
during meetings, or feeling the need to prioritize work over 
personal life. 

It was in the evenings that most activities to reenergize 
and destress happened. These included a mix of physical 
activities practiced in groups and individually, mental 
activities such as reading and cooking, as well as social 
and emotional activities, such as sharing time with friends. 
It is important to note that these patterns may change 
throughout the year. As this research took place in the 
summer, sometimes participants ate lunch outdoors, which 
was an opportunity for de-stressing moments during 
working hours; the same might not happen very often 
during the winter.
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Figure 11. Journal booklet.  
Copies of this journal were 
distributed to research 
participants from Vancouver  
and Montreal. 

Design research and process Participatory design research
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This journaling research took form as a print booklet de-
signed to encourage participants to write and draw their 
reflections about how they perceived their day (see Figure 11). 
Over the course of one week, participants indicated:

Journaling research

Participants
Duration
Location

12
1 week/participant
Chosen by participants  
from Montreal and  
Vancouver

These journals encouraged 
confidence in self expression, 
enabling a deep connection 
between people and their 
stories. Based on the information 
provided by the participants, 
these journals worked as an 
instrument for channeling their 
observations about their inner 
and outer worlds. This leads 
me to think that the purpose 
and context in which the 
journal research was introduced 
favoured a personal and intimate 
reflective space not only 
regarding work-related stress, 
but also everyday life (see Figure 
12 on the next page).

1. How they perceived their 
lives from an emotional, 
mental, physical, and social 
perspective;  

2. The possible reasons for 
such feelings; and 

3. How this mindset led them 
to actions and behaviours 
that might have helped 
them to alleviate stress and 
keep their peace of mind.
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Design research and process Participatory design research

Journal booklet

Figure 12. Journal booklet 
annotated page. Each 
participant received a journal 
booklet containing seven 
identical template pages that 
they were to fill in at a time and 
place of their convenience. 
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1. Indication of how 
individuals perceived  
their lives.  
Participants of the journaling 
research could draw and/
or write their feelings and 
emotions on the pages of this 
journal booklet, as well as 
indicate how they perceived 
their physical, mental and 
social aspects of their lives. 
 

2. Possible reasons for 
the indicated feelings. 
Participants could express 
their thoughts about how 
they felt in a given day. 
 

3. Awareness of activities, 
actions, thoughts and 
behaviours.  
Participants could also draw 
and/or write a timeline of 
activities, actions, thoughts 
and behaviours they had 
engaged in during the day in 
order to de-stress. Some of 
the participants, however, 
used this area to state a few 
stressful situations they had 
experienced.
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Design research and process Participatory design research

Figure 13. Examples of reported 
emotions. Participants were 
likely to express their feelings  
by drawing their emotion.

When I started receiving the first filled-in pages of the jour-
nals by email, I noted that participants were likely to express 
their feelings by drawing their own emotion icon (see Figure 
13), rather than selecting one of the five examples I provided as 
a conversation starter: Angry, Sad, Bored, Happy, and Great. 

Similarly, they all took up the idea of expressing their 
thoughts and activities on the daily timeline through draw-
ings, instead of just writing about them. Some drawings sup-
ported an idea in the written text; others complement the text 
with additional information. Either way, the images added 
another layer of meaning and openness to interpretation.



The journals achieved their goal of eliciting responses that 
were mindful representations of the participants’ feelings, 
behaviours and actions. However, there are a few areas for 
improvement in future versions, specifically in the instruc-
tions given and the presentation of content. 

An example of this would be having no pre-defined emo-
tion icons on the journal template, or categorizations of any 
sort, such as emotional, physical, mental, and social. This 
way participants could to approach the journal from a more 
spontaneous mindset; the icons were important to trigger 
self-reflection, but in some cases seemed to limit participants 
to just choosing one of them. 

At the same time, the journals should not be too open ended. 
A workable compromise could be to provide them with 
questions that trigger initial reflection without calcifying 
their self expression. For example: What was the most special 
moment in your day? 

As the research tool was a printed booklet, it was expected 
that participants’ responses would be text and drawings. In 
future versions of this research, participants could be pro-
vided with materials that facilitate other forms of expression 
such as verbal, gestural, or photographic.

Observations on the design  
of the journal booklet
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Bricolage is a term described by French anthropologist Lévi-
Strauss (1966) “as a way of combining and recombining a 
closed set of materials to come up with new ideas” (Turkle, 
2007, p. 4). This concept reflects well the sentiment of this 
participatory design research analysis, and further steps in 
the following RtD section.

While individuals’ perceptions of their feelings directly 
related to their possible sources of stress, the stories—repre-
sented through actions and behaviours described in the daily 
timeline—provided information that was richer than  
a literal representation of what was done in the day and 
when. This triggered my attention and interest for diving 
into these stories (see Figures 14–16 on the following pages).

The shared stories did not only relate to the participants’ 
actions and intentions to destress, they also contained what 
seemed to be further sources of stress. The participants had 
ignored the explicit purpose of this field, and created stories 
that incorporated what was significant to them. They illus-
trated moments of stress, anxiety, and anger, but also joy, de-
sires, and remedies in the form of individual self-care, social 

Participatory design research 
analysis and further reflections

Design research and process Participatory design research
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gathering, and social support. These individuals generated 
powerful narratives capable of creating an environment for 
reflections about their own activities and feelings facilitated 
by self-expression.

Reflecting on our everyday experiences can make us more 
self-aware, and mindful of the moment and the narratives we 
live. The stories shared in the participants’ journals indicate 
that the time they committed to the research created oppor-
tunities for introspection. They reserved a moment in their 
day, and expressed—consciously or not—their capacity and 
willingness for developing self-awareness in their own lives. 
Walker (2011) claims that “tacit ways of knowing can be 
perceived internally, felt and recognized, but cannot be ade-
quately described or expressed in words” (p. 164). By creating 
a moment for introspection, for reflection on how we feel and 
how we perceive our daily experiences, we are also accessing 
a tacit knowledge that conveys who we are, and who we  
want to be.

Ultimately, this way of thinking suggests we should em-
brace the knowledge we build through our daily actions, and 
through the stories we live, tell and envision; what would we 
change if we were more mindful of our everyday life experi-
ences? These insights nudged me to develop an introspective 
meditative drawing practice as a method for searching for 
awareness of my inner and outer worlds. What started as 
a personal practice during the summer of 2016 completely 
influenced my RtD process, making me perceive and reflect 
on everyday life stress from different perspectives, in context 
with individual values and philosophies, and how these are 
expressed in—and influenced by—our surroundings.
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Figure 14. Research analysis 
wall. Even though the co-
creation and journaling research 
were conducted with no inter-
dependency, the data collected 
from both was aggregated 
for analysis. With this in mind, 
every text and drawing entry 
in the journals was transcribed 
to sticky notes. These notes 
were aggregated and displayed 
in different ways, allowing for 
different interpretations of the 
data. One of the last variations 
displays the actions and stories 
shared on the journal timelines 
on a 24-column matrix, with 
each column signifying one hour, 
allowing a holistic view of the 
participants’ days. 
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This data visualization was 
designed based on responses 
gathered from the journaling 
research. It shows the 
aggregated information on 
how the participants perceived 
themselves from emotional, 
mental, physical and social 
perspectives, as well as the 
volume of activities they 
performed during one week.

Figure 15. Visualizations  
of the journaling research.  
The participants’ activities 
and plans to destress are here 
displayed in relation to time and 
their  informed emotions. 

Journal research 
data visualization

Design research and process Participatory design research



43

Self-awareness chart.
Chart representation of how 
participants of the research 
perceived themselves from an 
emotional, mental, physical and 
social aspects of their lives. 

Drawing representations  
of activities.
Participants’ drawing expressions 
of the activities they have 
done during the week with the 
intention of de-stressing.

Activities per hour. 
Volume of one week of activities 
displayed per hour of day.

Emotional

Mental

Physical

Social-related activities

Participants’ emotions.
Aggregated emotions of how 
the participants of the journal 
research felt during the week. 



Figure 16. Aggregated 
journal visualizations 
filtered by emotion.
1. Stressed;
2. Worried and tired;
3. Balanced, anxious, same 

old and impatient;
4. Grateful, dynamic, 

excited, hopeful, anxious 
but happy;

5. Feel great.

Journal research 
data visualization 
(cont.)

Design research and process Participatory design research
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Figure 17. Drawing meditation 
practice diagram. What started 
as a personal practice, became 
an integral part of this design 
research.

2.3

Drawing
meditations
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Drawing meditation 
and my personal 
search for mindful
experiences

During most of the summer and fall of 2016, I engaged in a 
personal meditative and expressive drawing practice routine 
that I developed. It consisted of focusing my attention for 
a few minutes on my own heartbeat as a way to connect to 
myself (see Side note 2 for details about the Heartbeat Draw-
ing Meditation Practice). In this way, my heartbeat became 
my very personal meditation mantra and paying attention 
to its rhythm could evoke a calm state of mind. Noticing the 
frequency of my own heartbeat during this practice remind-
ed me that our bodies are intrinsically resilient; we have the 
power to adapt ourselves to different situations, to different 
environments, and to different contexts.

Side note 2. Heartbeat 
Drawing Meditation Practice 
instructions. Pay attention to 
your own heartbeat and feel 
its rhythm. On a blank paper or 
canvas, start drawing what this 
rhythm suggests. Let it evoke 
gestures without any restriction 
or judgment regarding form, 
intensity, or meaning. Nothing 
needs to be rationalized, just 
listen to the musicality of 
your heartbeat. If thoughts or 
sentiments comes up, express 
them with free gestural 
drawings. 
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Most of the drawings I made during the meditation took 
either the form of circles or continuous spirals. Even though 
both types of drawings looked very similar at the end, they 
had distinct processes and meanings. The drawings of circles 
(see Figure 18) came after my observation of the ring for-
mations seen in a section of a tree log. These rings create a 
visual pattern that expresses the stories lived by that tree; 
they create a type of experiential log that shows how the tree 
experienced life.

In the book Intelligence in Nature: An Inquiry into Knowl-
edge, the anthropologist Narby (2005) says that plants make 
informed decisions in life by “computing what is actually 
going on, then mak[ing] appropriate responses in terms of 
what they perceive” (p. 87). Factors to which they are exposed 
in life, such as dry and wet seasons, abundance and lack 
of light, wind, minerals, as well as interactions with other 
species, make them “adjust their structures to optimize their 
ability to exploit what they find” (Narby, 2005, p. 88). Funda-
mentally, tree rings are rhythmic on their own and can imply 
persistence, plasticity and resilience. As humans, we also ex-
ercise plasticity and adapt ourselves to the situations we live 
everyday, but on a much faster time scale (Narby, 2005, p. 94).

Figure 18. Personal drawing 
meditation (circles).
During the drawing of these 
circles, there were moments 
when my right hand covered 
the path it would take on the 
paper. Sometimes it covered 
the beginning of the line, as if 
there were no clue that the circle 
would end up closing. However, 
if I carefully selected the point 
to start drawing the ring, or if 
the drawing line was traced in 
a less comfortable direction—
clock-wise for me—I would have 
a clearer trajectory, as I had 
planned the activity in advance. 
The first times meditating 
were about adaptation; the 
more experienced I got, the 
more comfortable and fluid my 
drawings became.

Duration of meditation: 
approximately 20 min.
Marker on acetate and paper, 
30cm diameter.

Circles and spirals
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Reflecting on our actions in life and how we react to the events 
that occur in our surroundings, we can better ponder our 
choices and behaviours, and understand ourselves better. Past 
and current experiences influence how we feel and who we are 
today. Following the analogy of the tree, the most recent rings 
are formed over previous ones: they receive the shape of their 
inner world from preceding rings, and yet are also shaped by 
the interference of the outer world, such as the place they are 
located at and the things that sit by them. In order to under-
stand one ring, we should not only see it individually, but also 
in context to the whole, including the environment they are in.

For Taylor (1991), “self discovery requires poïesis, making” (p. 
62). By making and immersing into a meditative drawing prac-
tice myself, I opened a personal space for developing introspec-
tion and self-awareness. It allowed me to access thoughts and 
reflections about the present moment and personal aspects of 
my life that I might have not reached otherwise. According to 
Walker (2011),

Creative activities demand deep immersion in pro-
cess. These concentrated forms of engagement have 
been referred to as focal practices or flow and they are 
akin to spiritual exercises that cultivate single-pointed 
attention, and at-one-ment. (p. 164)

It seems to me that these reflection moments have been guided 
by the act of creating and continually working on the medita-
tion drawing practice itself. 

Unlike the concentric circles, the continuous spirals I drew as 
part of my meditative drawing practice allowed a smoother 
flow across the evolving loops (see Figure 19). Every loop could 
symbolically represented a new cycle, a new story that takes a 

Figure 19. Personal drawing 
meditation (spirals). In this 
meditative drawing, the 
innermost spirals were where I 
was most focused, compared to 
the middle section the process. 
When, by the end of the drawing, 
the pencil approached the 
margins of the paper, my focus 
would return to accommodate 
the spacial constraints. This has 
created a tight-loose-tight loop 
pattern in most of my spiral 
drawings. Additionally, the space 
on the paper closest to my body 
is wider than on the opposite 
side; my body became then 
an interfering element in the 
advancement of the spirals.

Duration of meditation: 
approximately 30 min.
Marker on paper, 30cm  
diameter.

Design research and process Drawing meditation
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Figure 20. Ring patterns as a 
form of visualizing life stories.
The ring formations seen on 
a cross-section of a tree log 
represent a type of life journaling 
activity, illustrating how they 
reacted to various situations  
and embody their stories over  
a lifetime.

day, a week, a month to develop. It could also mean another 
iteration of meaningful moments in life. What stories are 
told in each loop? The sense of reflection intrinsic to each of 
these questions creates a type of action-reaction experience 
that accompanies individuals living these stories. For Taylor 
(1991), “Identity is who we are, and where we are coming from” 
(p. 34), and we define it through our capacity to understand 
and express ourselves (p. 32). Where the loops originate from, 
and how we act and react toward the stories represented in 
each one of them, builds up our identity. 

The reflections sparked by the drawing meditations are 
represented in my RtD process. What started as a personal 
practice in the last year became inherent to the design pro-
cess adopted in this thesis. Arrien (1993) explains that

Meditation is an opportunity to discover, uncover 
and recover aspects of ourselves… it accesses sym-
bols, memories, and associations; it functions as a 
bridge between the outer and inner worlds and it 
reveals the divine creature that we are. (p. 88)

My drawing meditations informed my thinking on the im-
portance of visualizing our own life stories with a more inti-
mate and authentic means, neither seeing only the specifics, 
nor the broad context of these experiences, but both.

Design research and process Drawing meditation
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Figure 21. Meditative Elm 
Disk. Making this disk was 
rewarding-frustrating-rewarding. 
Rewarding because working on 
and vectoring the rings of this 
cross-section of an elm tree was 
a meditative experience by itself; 
frustrating when finding out that 
I would need to manually sand it 
after having it machine engraved; 
rewarding again when immersing 

into the tactile experience that 
this manual work provided 
me, brought up sentiments 
of acceptance, perseverance, 
and accomplishment. Both 
rewarding stages of this design 
process were those introspective 
moments in which I dove into a 
mindful interaction with the elm 
disk. I call it Meditative Elm Disk 
for its capacity of making me 

immerse into a meditative practice 
while working on it, and  sparking 
moments of visualizing new 
perspectives of the stories I was 
currently facing.

Duration of meditation: 
approximately 3h.
Machine engraving on elm wood, 
manually finished with sand paper. 
30cm diameter by 7cm high.
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Inspired by the Heartbeat Drawing Medita-
tion Practice, the HeartBit wearable device 
is a glove that lights-up a set of LED lights 
according to the pulse of the person wear-
ing it. The intent of this device is to remind 
wearers of their own heart rhythm each time 
they see the lights flashing and, ultimately, 
to visualize how this rhythm reacts to the 
situations we face everyday. 

I wore this glove for a few days and, during 
this experiment, I questioned if I was 
becoming more aware of my physical and 
mental responses—i.e., if this device could 
make me more aware of how my heart 
responds to external events. Simple everyday 
actions such as running to catch the bus or 
relaxing at home were emphasized by the 
flashing lights. Through them, I could visu-
alize my physical response, and be mentally 
triggered to either keep or change personal 
rhythm. 

HeartBit  
wearable device

After a few hours of use, I noticed that the 
enhanced awareness that I had initially 
developed seemed to be temporary. The 
flashing lights were now integrated into my 
routine. Perhaps I was sub-consciously inter-
acting with and being influenced by them. 
The consequences that the HeartBit device 
could bring if I wore it for a longer time are 
unknown to me. What changes would I con-
sciously or sub-consciously make to accom-
modate it in my life? What would its impact 
be on my physical health and behaviour in 
the long term?

Design research and process Drawing meditation
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Figure 22. HeartBit wearable 
device. This device connects a 
Pulse Sensor device to a LilyPad 
Arduino. A set of LEDs displayed 
at the end of a 1m cord flash in 
synch with the user’s pulse.
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Figure 23. Research through 
Design diagram. The process of 
design and analysis of the Journal 
Sculpture, Lifetime Scroll and 
holistic visualizations.

2.4

Holistic
visualizations

Journal Sculpture
Lifetime Scroll

Research
through

Design
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Research  
through Design

I kept up my drawing meditation practice while engaged into 
the RtD process. In some moments, they became almost in-
tertwined practices, making it difficult to identify when one 
would give up space for the other. In this way, this section 
can be seen “both as process and outcome,” and the artefacts 
presented here are not “utilitarian solutions,” but “holistic 
expressions of human meaning in a continually evolving field 
of understanding” (Walker, 2011, p. 166).
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In order to visually and conceptually integrate the partici-
patory design research with my personal search for mindful 
experiences, I performed a drawing meditation over the 
wall that I used to analyze the data gathered from the par-
ticipatory design research. This drawing meditation per-
formance started with tiny spirals on the centre of the wall 
and soon evolved to wide gestural loops (see Figure 24). This 
new drawing directly overlaid most of the sticky notes that 
carried the transcriptions of the stories shared on the co-cre-
ation and journaling activities.

In addition to individuals’ stories transcribed through text  
and drawings, the visual patterns resulting from the medita-
tive drawing performance added another layer of abstraction 
to these sticky notes. This performance created new and 
permanent marks that made the everyday stories even more 
unique; each note became an authentic designed artefact. 

Once those stories were released from the wall, clear, un-
marked spaces became apparent on the wall underneath 
where each sticky note had been. If stories and experiences 
can create distinct marks in one’s life—here represented by 

Journal Sculpture  
and Lifetime Scroll

Figure 24. Process of making 
Journal Sculpture artefact.
Even though the influence that 
the meditative drawing practice 
was having on my project was 
implicitly relevant to me, this 
drawing meditation performance 
bridged the participatory and the 
RtD processes.
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Figure 25. Journal Sculpture 
artefact. Walker (2011) asserts 
that we can affect the creation 
of tangible artefacts by adding 
value and depth of meaning (p. 
163). The actions, feelings and 
thoughts shared in the journaling 
research became an embodied 
journal sculpture from which 
stories could be recalled with the 
aid of a few visual cues and by 
memory. 
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the sticky notes—discarding these experiences can reveal 
missing pieces in the puzzle, and highlights how such life 
events are essential to composing the identity of a person or 
group. Attached in a line, one after the other, the stories were 
then rolled up until they became a spiralled cylinder. The 
core of this cylinder was formed with participants’ reflec-
tions on their feelings, while their everyday stories evolved 
around that core. These stories were arranged in a way that 
the most recent ones appeared on the outer and most super-
ficial layers of the cylinder.

The Journal Sculpture artefact is made of several daily stories 
and my reflections on them (see Figure 25). Its continuous 
and evolving aspects are now part of an aggregated struc-
ture in which every new loop can be a new iteration of 
moments and aspects of our lives. Its continuous revolution, 
suggested by the spiral form, allows the stories to be revisit-
ed, reconsidered, and evolve through incremental layers of 
knowledge. For experiential learning theorist Kolb (1976), 
every iteration of a subject can form the theory behind new 
learning experiences:

Learning is conceived of as a four-stage cycle. Imme-
diate concrete experience is the basis for observation 
and reflection. These observations are assimilated 
into a theory from which new implications for ac-
tion can be deduced. (Kolb, 1976, p. 21)

This theory of learning reinforces the idea that everyday 
stories can ground human experiences in a continuous and 
evolving learning structure. With this in mind, how can we 
mindfully connect with different aspects of our everyday life 
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experiences? Would journalling our feelings, perceptions, 
intentions and the actions we take in life make us more aware 
of the things we experience today?

Unwinding Lifetime Scroll allows people to access life mem-
ories—and the feelings associated with them—and create 
an introspective moment (see Figure 26). With this artefact, 
whenever a new story needs to be written, we should scroll 
back to the present moment and incorporate the new experi-
ence on the end of the thread. Manzini and Till (2015) suggest 
that being resilient is “learning from the experience” (p. 9) of 
the situations we live through. In this case, is the movement 
of going between observations and reflections of our own life 
experiences, and being present and focused in the moment, 
therefore, an exercise resilience in life?

It is important to notice that whenever we reflect on previous 
experiences, the connections we make to retrieve such mem-
ories seem to skip over the linear representation suggested by 
a scroll. That being said, Lifetime Scroll became an artefact 
for recalling and contemplating stories from a linear perspec-
tive. This been said, how can I create a system flexible enough 
to allow a variety of self-expression methods, and easy and 
unobtrusive enough to integrate into many people’s lives?

Design research and process Research through Design
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Figure 26. Lifetime Scroll 
artefact. New stories and 
reflections could be added 
to the end of this long spiral 
thread. Unwinding it can reveal 
a trajectory full of choices, 
decisions and learnings.  
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What if we could have a simultaneous micro and macro 
visualizations of our own lives? Would a type of holistic 
visualization challenge us to put our current experiences 
into perspective? Tufte (1990) says that “micro/macro designs 
enforce both local and global comparisons and, at the same 
time, avoid the disruption of context switching” (p. 50). The 
rationale behind the holistic visualizations was to suggest 
that looking back on our life stories can provide moments 
of introspection. These are micro views of the specific mo-
ments that have had great impact on what we have become 
and how we behave today. However, they can also hold macro 
visualizations with time-frames that reflect experiential 
moments—childhood, school years, travels, relationships. By 
looking back at our stories, would we be able to visualize the 
connections between those that mattered and contributed to 
the person each of us has become?

Following the Journal Sculpture and Lifetime Scroll artefacts, 
I designed a set of holistic visualizations (see Figures 27 and 
28) that rely not only on lines of text and images to allow us 
recall stories. These visualizations can also be seen as an invi-
tation to ponder how we situate the present moment in the 

Holistic visualizations

Figure 27. Heart and Sapwood 
visualization. Spiral 
visualization of life experiences 
in an analogy with the sections 
of a tree. The heartwood, or 
inner part of the log, represents 
the early experiences we have in 
life: initial steps, relationships, 
childhood, and adolescence. 
The sapwood, or outer rings, 
represents our more recent 
experiences. While in contact 
with our core knowledge, it is still 
in formation, interacting with 
the outer world.
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Figure 28. Synergy visualization. 
Experiential moments are 
contextualized by their 
preceding stories and the implicit 
foundation of the future to come.

context of our life experiences, and to envision new stories to 
come. These artefacts and visualizations that I designed can 
also be interpreted as an open archive of life experiences. 

In the book Archive Fever: A Freudian Impression, French 
philosopher Derrida (1996) concedes that “the word and 
the notion of the archive seem at first, admittedly, to point 
towards the past, to refer to the sign of consigned memory, to 
recall faithfulness to tradition” (p. 33). However, the archive 
also carries “an anticipation of a specific hope for the future” 
(Derrida, 1996, p. 72), inherent in the existence of the archive 
itself. This desire for and openness to the future is implicit in 
every new experience we face in the present moment.

How do we create a mindful environment so we can express 
ourselves, our perceptions and reflections of the experiences 
we have in life? The creative expressions that here take the 
form of written text, drawings and sketches should facilitate a 
self-reflective stage. For Taylor (1991), there is a “close analogy, 
even a connection, between self-discovery and artistic cre-
ation” (p. 61). A similar approach is usually taken with RtD, 
in which we expand knowledge and develop theory by trans-
forming them into material expressions (Walker, 2011, p. 25).



Figure 29. Micro and macro 
visualizations. In this second 
iteration, the abstraction of 
memories enables individuals 
to navigate from micro and 
punctual moments, to macro 
visualizations that show a broad 
view of life experiences. Each 
circle represents a period of 
time that carries specific stories 
categorized by emotional-, 
mental-, physical- and social-
related experiences.

Design research and process Research through Design
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The emotional, mental, physical 
and social categories shown 
on these visualizations can 
trigger possible themes to 
reflect on, but can also constrain 
individuals’ actions, thoughts 
and beliefs into simplistic labels 
of abstractions, into conceptual 
ideas. One can consciously state 
that his or her daily actions 

evoked a more “mental” than 
“social” experience, while others 
could see the act of labeling our 
experiences as simplistic, leading 
people to mindlessly associate 
these—or other—categories to 
events in their lives. 

Emotional

Mental

Physical

Social-related experiences
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Design  
outcomes3
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Based on the participatory design outcomes and RtD find-
ings, I have noticed that by reflecting on our life experiences 
and how we feel about them, we can influence our actions 
and behaviours today. Based on this, can we say that the act 
of reflecting on our daily activities, and how we feel about 
them, would make us more mindful of our life experiences? 
Or even lead us to be more mindful and conscious of our 
present moment?

Over the last months, I have been working on ways to create 
holistic visualizations of individuals’ lives. These are not only 
representations of past experiences displayed in circular and 
spiral formats, they are also an invitation for continuous 
iterations on our own life experiences. As with Derrida’s view 
of the open archive, this expressive and reflective environ-
ment should not only represent the stories that have already 
passed, it “should call into question the coming of the future” 
(Derrida, 1996, p. 33) by acting as a form of envisioning the 
future in every new experience we live.
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In this project, I intended to create a way for encourag-
ing people to perceive and view their everyday life stories, 
memories and life experiences from different perspectives. 
According to Walker (2011), “through stories, we can find, 
express and recognize meanings, and it is one way of en-
dowing inanimate things with significance and value” (p. 9). 
By expressing our own stories, we as individuals can deeply 
immerse in a mindful reflection practice in order to achieve 
clarity and understanding about them, and develop a sense 
of awareness of our own actions, behaviours and feelings. In 
this design research, the way I explored this idea was mostly 
though expressive drawing meditations and continuous iter-
ations of new ways of expressing and visualizing personal life 
experiences (examples include the Journal Sculpture, Lifetime 
Scroll and the holistic visualizations). This body of design 
work and research that I developed and presented above 
subsequently led me to build Design Framework for Creating 
Mindful Reflection Practices, which should be seen not only 
as a framework for individuals interested in building mind-
ful reflection practices in life, but also for designers who are 
creating for this end. 



Figure 30. Design Framework 
for Creating Mindful Reflection 
Practices. Perceive, express, 
contemplate. 

3.1
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Design Framework  
for Creating Mindful  
Reflection Practices

This design framework is a model for designing and creat-
ing reflection practices through how we perceive, express 
and contemplate our everyday lives: we can perceive how we 
contemplate ourselves and our surroundings as an opportu-
nity to ground ourselves in life experiences; we can express 
our perceptions, learnings and behaviours in a way that also 
manifests our cultural and individual values; we can contem-
plate what matters to us and our communities through the 
expression of our actions and decisions.

By committing to this triad, we create a cycle for developing 
resilience based on how we perceive ourselves in the context 
of the moment, how we express these perceptions, and how 
these two actions affect the way we contemplate and experi-
ence our lives. The act of reflecting while expressing our per-
ceptions, i.e. through writing and drawing, or any other type 
of self-expression, can be a way to enhance our self-awareness 
and mindfulness about our life experiences. This is a moment 
in which we should not only ask ourselves “what mattered 
today,” but also “how I can contribute to a better tomorrow 
and to a better self”.
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Perceive
As a reflection of  
our external seeing

How can design artefacts  
help us see our life experiences  
from different perspectives?

To be self-aware involves 
accessing our inner and outer 
world by acknowledging that our 
values, experiences and culture 
contribute to the perspectives we 
take in life. Self-awareness also 
means that we should exercise 
our authenticity. For Taylor (1991), 
being authentic involves listening 
to our inner voice, and “being in 

Action criteria

1. Design to value individual’s 
identity so that we can 
express ourselves on the 
things we do in life.

2. Develop self-awareness 
to identify what our body 
and mind tell us about this 
moment—how we feel and 
see ourselves in context to 
time, space, people and things 
we interact with.

Design outcomes

Design Framework  
for Creating Mindful  
Reflection Practices

touch with our moral feelings…  
as a means to the end of acting 
rightly” (p. 26). Ultimately, the 
idea of authenticity represents 
being attentive to ourselves, to 
how we interact with others and 
to how we act in life.
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Express
The insights of  
our internal viewing

How can we create a mindful 
and expressive practice that 
generates insights from how 
we perceive our lives? 

As humans, “we are capable of 
understanding ourselves, and 
hence of defining an identity, 
through our acquisition of rich 
human languages of expression” 
(Taylor, 1991, p. 32). With this in 
mind, we as individuals should 
be encouraged to express our 
perceptions, insights, and visions 

of our thoughts and ideas in a 
way that reflects our identity 
and life experiences. As an 
example, drawing, sketching and 
handwriting can be used as ways 
for embodying a gestural and 
performative self-expression, 
as ways for exploring tacit 
knowledge developed over 
the course of our life, while 
encouraging us to reflect on who 
we are and how we perceive and 
view our present moment.

Action criteria (cont.)

3. Enable the expression of 
individual’s perceptions, 
insights and thoughts.

4. Encourage self-empowerment 
so that we can make the things 
that are meaningful for us, and 
act towards the person and 
place we want to be.

Action criteria (cont.)

5. Design so people can put 
things into perspective and 
reflect back on those we have 
done and learned.

6. Enable critical thinking about 
our own decisions and the 
paths we take in life, and

7. Take moments to step aside 
from our own ideas, thoughts 
and views of the world.

Contemplate
The holistic seeing 

How can design artefacts 
create a holistic space for 
contemplating our life 
expressions: the actions we 
take, the decisions we make, 
and how these impact our life? 

The visualizations of our life 
experiences can provide holistic 
insights into moments that 
have had great impact on who 
we have become and how we 
behave today. Whenever we are 
living through something that 

makes us reflect on the value 
of such experience, we can look 
back on our life story in order to 
put our present moment into 
perspective. As an example, 
moments of contemplation 
should allow us as individuals to 
be mindful and embrace—while 
being critical about—our own 
expressions.
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Insights and  
future directions

The Design Framework for Creating Mind-
ful Reflection Practices represents an open 
invitation to develop resilience through a 
continuous search for self-awareness. This 
framework carries the potential to create 
opportunities for people to reflect on their 
built-in values, experiences, culture and 
other authentic aspects of life. However, 
how mindful would we be if we engaged in 
a reflective practice that fell into an auto-
matic routine?

In addition, would the expression of our 
perceptions be considered an act of ar-
chiving memories? As Derrida (1996) 
questioned about the act of archiving, “can 
an experience, an existence, in general, 
only receive and record, only archive such 
an event to the extent that the structure of 
this existence and of its temporalization 
makes this archivization possible?” (p. 80). 
Assuming that the use of the proposed 

framework results in designed artefacts, 
analog or digital, how reliant should we be 
on these artefacts in order to develop such 
an important behaviour in life? 

If these artefacts suggest we engage in 
a routine of use, it is important to state 
that this routine should be motivated by 
an individuals’ own determination to be 
effective. Otherwise, how mindful would 
we be if we were persuaded to engage in a 
reflective practice by any force other than 
that of our own will?

Design outcomes 

3.2
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Valuing a mindful approach

One concern carried by this framework 
regards how to enable a regular routine of 
mindful reflection practices through de-
signed artefacts without being intrusive or 
persuasive. After some time, people who 
take up the practice might lose interest, 
deviate from the intended purpose of the 
designed tools, or even lose the mindfulness 
aspect of the activity through the develop-
ment of a habit. The more experienced we 
get in doing an activity, the more likely we 
are to systematize this process.

That being said, there is a chance that the 
design artefacts, objects and systems that are 
based on the Design Framework for Creating 
Mindful Reflection Practices be seen as per-
suasive. In their studies on the philosophy 
of design and how technology impacts our 
lives, Dorrestijn and Verbeek (2013) assert 
that “in the field of persuasive technologies, 
openness about the persuasive forces that 
are exerted upon people is crucial” (p. 47). 
With this in mind, I stress the importance of 
using this framework to create design prop-
ositions with transparent intents, permitting 
the people they address to decide whether or 
not to accept the patterns that are set up by 
the designed tools.

Enabling self-expression  
and self discovery

The Design Framework for Creating Mindful 
Reflection Practices approach would suc-
ceed if it impresses on to individuals the 
importance of developing self-awareness 
and a mindfulness of how we live and how 
we should embrace the different contexts 
we live in every day. It should be used to 
nurture design possibilities for develop-
ing self-awareness and mindful reflections 
through the creation of environments that 
Turkle (2007) would label as “evocative”, 
which “catalyze self-creation” and “bring 
together thoughts and feelings” (p. 9).

Connecting with others

The Design Framework for Creating Mindful 
Reflection Practices was conceived to design 
an environment for individual self-reflec-
tion. However, this framework has a strong 
potential to create collaborative environ-
ments for collective awareness. 

“Connecting with other people plays an 
important role in our lives and the impulse 
to connect—with others—is both a natural 
response to stress and a source of resilience” 
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Figure 31. Interacting through 
drawing. Collaborative drawing 
meditation practice I engaged 
with my wife as a way to reduce 
stress. This visual and gestural 
conversation started as an 
expression of our anxieties and 
frustrations, and slowly evolved 
to create a hope and joyful 
environment.

Design outcomes Insights and future directions
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(K. McGonigal, 2015, p. 137). People under 
stress “who places their attention to the 
people they care about can change their own 
stress response” (K. McGonigal, 2015, p. 140). 
We build resilience by learning about and 
caring for others. Together, people contrib-
ute to mutual growth. With this in mind, 
this design framework could also be used 
to foster shared environments for mindful 
reflection practices between people, e.g., 
family members, friends and colleagues. 
This environment can be a collaborative 
space where people can support each other 
while expressing and reflecting on their life 
experiences. 

It is important stating that this space should 
not encourage a certain dependency on oth-
ers in order to commit to mindful reflection 
practices. According to Taylor (1991), even 
though it is important for us to interact with 
significant people in our lives, “we should 
strive to define ourselves on our own to the 
fullest degree possible” (p. 34).

Having a collaborative space for mindful re-
flection practices raises questions about the 
social aspects of this type of interaction over 
time (see Figure 31). Could an interaction in 
which two or more people express their feel-
ings on a shared drawing environment for 
instance constitute a new type of conversa-

tion? Would this type of conversation create 
understanding between the involved people? 
How would this understanding be given? 
Would this conversation take place simulta-
neously or through individuals taking turns 
to express themselves? Just as we are able 
to recognize someone’s voice, or handwrit-
ing, what other social patterns generated by 
the proposed group mindfulness reflection 
practices would we be able to identify?  

These questions fall outside of the scope  
of this design research, and deserve spe-
cial attention in future investigations due 
to their relevance to the development of 
resilience, self-awareness, and mindful 
behaviours. 
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Recent statistics show that more than one quarter of the 
Canadian population is “quite a bit” or “extremely” stressed, 
and that work is considered the main factor for causing stress 
in this group (Crompton, 2011; Government of Canada, 2015). 
Since working is one of the everyday activities people has in 
life, researchers in various fields can contribute to ways of 
enhancing how we perceive and relate with it. In this design 
research, I explored ways to develop resilience to everyday life 
stress through how we perceive, express and contemplate our 
everyday life experiences.

Being aware of ourselves and our surroundings can contrib-
ute to how we see and experience our lives. This awareness 
opens up space for an investigation into how we experience 
our inner selves in the context of the outer world by accessing 
our authentic values, morals and understanding of who we 
are, where we come from, and what we want to be; it gen-
erates self-knowledge (Taylor, 1991). But we cannot find this 
awareness through means other than working through this 
ourselves; “we discover what we have it in us to be by becom-
ing that mode of life, by giving expression in our speech and 
action to what is original in us” (Taylor, 1991, p. 61).
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Individuals’ will to develop self-awareness was demonstrated 
through the participatory design research conducted. Through 
co-creation and journaling activities, participants communi-
cated how they perceived themselves and their everyday lives 
from an emotional, mental, physical and social perspective, ex-
pressing a deep understanding of how these aspects permeate 
their daily routine, at work and all day long. Can this mindful 
connection between participants and their daily experiences 
be attributed to the fact that they reserved a moment in their 
life to participate in this research? Are these understandings 
a reflection of their commitment to reserve—and immerse 
themselves into—a reflective moment for questioning their 
own lives?

Awareness of self and space is also a behaviour identified in 
nature, as observed in how trees exercise resilience by em-
bodying their life experiences. Trees’ plasticity can be noticed 
in how they distribute their branches and position themselves 
in the environment they grow. This plasticity can also be seen 
through the ring formations on the interior of trees trunks. 
The rings are a type of self-expression that register not only 
time, but also the experiences lived by a tree—how they live 
and behave in context with their environment. Can we say that 
every new ring that is formed represents new knowledge as an 
expression of how this tree continually evolved over previous 
experiences? Are they also a representation of how trees posi-
tion themselves in preparation for the coming future?

The Design Framework for Creating Mindful Reflection Prac-
tices was developed throughout this research work as a model 
for designing objects, systems and services intended to make 

Conclusion
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us mindfully perceive ourselves in the context of the stories we 
live. This framework opens a space for discussing the validity 
and efficacy of creating mindful reflection practices—that is 
neither intrusive nor persuasive—to encourage the develop-
ment of resilience through self-awareness. 

Besides the conclusions reached here, further research on the 
following questions in relation to the framework is necessary: 
how to ensure that individuals are mindfully committed to 
their perceptions through what they feel, to their self-expres-
sions through everyday actions and behaviours, and through 
their contemplation of own expressed thoughts, values and 
cultures; how to be mindful of the knowledge implicit in our 
everyday expressions; how to ensure individuals do not rely 
only on their own life experiences, but on seeing the perspec-
tives of other people (in society), and other things that are part 
of their lives.

Ultimately, more iterations on the design artefacts—Journal 
Sculpture and Lifetime Scroll—and holistic visualizations pre-
sented here are also expected, and I hope for other researchers 
and practitioners of design and countless other areas to create 
ways of developing self-awareness and mindfulness in indi-
viduals’ lives. That being said, I also state the importance of 
further designing the Design Framework for Creating Mindful 
Reflection Practices so that it can be both incremented and 
challenged. This is an invitation for the design of new circles 
and evolving spirals of self and collective knowledge.
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This co-creation session allowed partici-
pants to express how they perceive stress in 
their current work routine; identify possible 
sources of stress; understand their thoughts, 
feelings and usual reactions to these stress-
ors; and express what they envision as possi-
ble de-stressors. 

During this session, three participants 
shared a set of creative materials includ-
ing colour markers, crayons, photographs 
of daily situations, string and scrap paper. 
During the activities, they talked to each 
other about their routine, how they experi-
ence stress, and the possibilities for rep-
resenting what they had in mind, further 
explaining what they meant to communicate 
through their creations.

Co-creation research: 
description of activities

Figure 32. How is your 
typical workday? Participants 
individually created a timeline 
with a collage of the activities 
they usually engage in a typical 
workday. They also identified 
the moments or situations they 
consider very stressful or which 
they usually have a difficult time 
dealing with; those they consider 
mildly stressful, which can create 
some tension but which they can 
manage well; and moments of 
calm, with no or very low levels 
of stress.

Appendix A
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Figure 33. How do you usually 
feel or behave under stress? 
Participants expressed on a 
template of a human figure what 
they feel and how they behave 
under everyday stress. Some of 
the things they drew and wrote 
were: overwhelmed, desire to 
lash out at someone, anxiety, 
tension and hollow stomach.

Figure 34. How do you envision 
yourself dealing with these 
stressful moments? Besides 
identifying similarities in their 
timelines, such as when they 
perceive stress and how it is 
distributed throughout their 
day, participants shared possible 
de-stressors they could use, or 
behaviours they wanted to build 
that could help them better deal 
with stressful situations in the 
future.
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