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Proposal for dissertation

This paper will focus on the issues females experience within the world of disability, focusing on empowerment and dignity. This research will delve into how women who are disabled are able to keep their dignity when being cared for. I aim to highlight how disabled women around the world feel powerless when they are menstruating whilst receiving care from an individual. My three chosen key words are Empowerment, Gender and Innovation. The result of this research paper will be the development of my final dissertation question, based upon research conducted that highlights the lack of independence less abled women have whilst menstruating. 

Empowerment

Empowerment can be traditionally seen as “the process of gaining freedom and power” (Cambridge Dictionary, 2021). There is a lack of empowerment towards disabled women within the design world, as there are zero to minimal products to aid women who are menstruating, my focus of this research paper is liberating disabled women through medical design. Although the medical design world is colossal and forever growing, there is a significant issue with not only the lack of empowerment disabled women have, but also the discrimination those women suffer with due to their medical conditions. Arguably, women are not shy to being victims of domestic, emotional and social abuse and this issue is also common for women with disabilities (UN Women, 2021). Physical and mental disabilities leave an individual more vulnerable and reliant on others as their primary source of care. Gender can often lead an individual to become a victim of discrimination, disregard and abuse. Sources state that women who are disabled are more likely to be victims of those factors due to their gender and disability (Gov.uk, 2021). An individual should not be deprived of power due to gender or disability.

“Women and girls with disabilities need empowerment, not pity” (OHCHR, 2021). United Nation Human Rights defines the subject of women and girls with disabilities to be a taboo subject, therefore they have highlighted guidelines which are set to allow women and girls with disabilities to “enjoy their human rights” and be a part of an accepting society, in which they deserve.  The guidelines focus on three main areas of concern for less abled women and girls:
1. Physical, sexual, or psychological violence, which may be institutional or interpersonal
2. Restriction of sexual and reproductive rights, including the right to accessible information and communication, the right to motherhood and child-rearing responsibilities
3. Multiple discrimination

Restriction of reproductive rights links with my main area of focus as women and girls who are dependent on others as their main source of care can lead to feelings such as depression, embarrassment and low self-esteem (She Knows, 2021). Being in control of your sexual and reproductive matters are a huge part of being a woman and having to be dependent on others to aid you with things like your menstrual flow and cycle can easily take away a large piece of your independence and dignity. Whilst being in control of your body is sometimes not an option for women and girls with disabilities, it is important to grasp onto those areas of your life where you are able to be in control. Therefore, I will be highlighting issues that arise when it comes to a disabled woman’s menstrual cycle and the lack of dignity and liberation which comes with that. Learning to empower women who are not in control of their bodies is extremely important and can have a huge impact on areas such as mental health and the dignity one may have. Therefore, if products are designed to not only aid women and girls who are disabled, the feeling of empowerment will rise, not only for those women who are disabled, but also for the designer. 

“We realized that there was a need to prioritize women with disabilities in ensuring that like all other women who are fighting for access to justice, access to resources, women with disabilities [should] also have the same opportunity or enjoy the same opportunities as every other woman because before a woman is recorded as a woman with a disability, she is a woman.” (Kerry Thompson, 2021).
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Description automatically generated with medium confidence]Access to justice and rights as a disabled woman are being fought for everyday by women around the world, many women such as Kerry Thompson, educate others of the reliance on others as a disabled woman and how women within the disabled community empower each other. However, those same women are not empowered within open society. Inclusion and acceptance are two vital elements of society that can create an individual to feel empowered and heard. There are many issues identified in relation to empowerment as a disabled woman or girl, but the main question is, are we not as designers but as people, doing enough to empower those who are disabled?
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Independence

As touched upon above, independence goes hand in hand with empowerment. The independence of an individual plays a huge part of mental health and can impact someone’s life significantly. Being reliant whilst disabled can mean that one may feel disassociated with society and out of touch with themselves. When one may think of independence and disability it would be easy to assume that a disabled individual would need extensive support, but for many individuals who have disabilities this isn’t the case. Levels of care given can depend on one’s abilities and also attitude. Independence as a disabled woman is unique due to menstrual flow, many women who are disabled struggle with the use of sanitary products and have begun to create homemade solutions to their menstrual problem (Crippled Scholar, 2021). Disabled women and girls online have shared their experiences of getting periods whilst disabled and many in wheelchairs. Many of those women state that due to being in a wheelchair they are unable to use the sanitary products themselves, meaning that their lack of independence has led to emotions such as embarrassment and having a lack of dignity due to being unable to complete personal tasks themselves (HelloFlo, 2021). 

“And… the surprising positive? Every month, my period reminds me that my body is still normal. For me, part of being disabled has meant coming to terms with the fact that my body isn’t normal and never will be. My legs and hands are deformed. I have surgical scars all over. And my legs and back are fused, which makes moving quite the experience.” (HelloFlo, 2021). A positive outlook of menstruating whilst being a disabled woman in a wheelchair, as quoted above, it can remind individuals that they are still women. Having your period as a woman is empowering in itself as the body is a wonderful thing, therefore, even though many women suffer with a lack of independence, their bodies still have normalities.

Physical restrictions that cause a disabled woman or girl to be dependent on others to take care of their womanly needs are not the only factor neglecting independence. Research suggests that due to menstrual cramps being so sudden, many women have to wait for their primary care giver to administer tablets, which may not always be straight away. Causing those women to be in pain for up to several hours (Yoppie, 2021). Sanitary products are not adapted to suit women who are in wheelchairs, the lack of consideration within design means that women are often suffering from discomfort due to placement of the product and being sat down for the majority of the day. When entering a supermarket or supplier of sanitary products, useability is not fully considered as the products do not always meet the needs of the consumer, such as women with disabilities that are in wheelchairs. 
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Description automatically generated with low confidence]For many individuals who are disabled, having the independence to make arrangements spontaneously are not always an option. For example, a disabled person who receives care many not always be with that primary care giver, meaning that the disabled individual would have to wait for their care giver in order to complete tasks or to complete activities. Not having the independence to complete certain activities can lead to frustration and distress, therefore, causing a low mood and potentially a lack of self-esteem. Exercise and transport can also cause a negative impact on a disabled persons independence. As previously mentioned, a disabled individual may have to wait for a primary care giver to assist, aid or oversee their activities and day to day tasks (Robinson, 2021).  This then challenges me to identify how those who are disabled to have a new sense of independence, with the aid of a product or series of products.
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Inclusion

Designing to aid is an important aspect within the design industry, having the social and psychological power as a designer to promote and introduce products to a certain target market, such as the disabled is a large responsibility. Innovation within the medical design industry is vital as not only are you designing products for those who are unable to do certain things, but there is an aspect of a consumers lives that you are able to better or to completely change.  With modern technology advancing every day, innovative products within the design industry are aiding people in every possible way, possibly ways in which we never knew we needed it.  Creating products that aim to empower consumers and those who are disabled allows a sense of independence to be brought to those who are disabled. (Design Needs of Disabled People, 2021) informs us that around one billion people around the world are affected by disabilities and more than often their needs are neglected by poor design. The research conducted also suggests that designers often forget about hidden disabilities and impairments, such as visual issues, for example, blindness.  

“Interestingly, seeking design solutions that meet the needs of the disabled results in a better overall design, benefitting both the able and disabled.” (Design for the Disabled, 2021). 

Arguably, design can be seen as inclusive and universal, as when a product is designed to better a disabled persons life, it also makes the life of a more abled person improved. Designing with this in mind can promote inclusivity through the process of innovation. Inclusivity also includes the packaging and advertisement to which a product is promoted, for example, designing sanitary products for all women, abled or disabled, a greater sense of accessability and inclusivity is moulded. Additionally, one could argue that creating separate sanitary products for women who are disabled would not be an issue, however, being advertised differently from sanitary products for those who are abled could cause an individual to feel different and disassociated with society. Another example would be, having disabled women’s sanitary products in the same place as more able women’s sanitary products. Inclusion and innovation go hand in hand within the design world, having one without the other would cause an unbalance. 

Research suggests that innovation in terms of a products to aid those who are disabled, are not the only aspect of the design that can aid people. The packaging on products can have a significant effect on those who are disabled. As previously mentioned, not all disabilities are disabled, many people who are disabled suffer from reduced sight, colour blindness and blindness. (Medium, 2021) suggests that there are seven things to consider when designing for disability:

1. Accessibility is not a barrier to innovation
2. Don’t use colour as the only visual means to convey information
3. Ensure sufficient contrast between text and background
4. Provide visual focus indication for keyboard focus 
5. Be careful with forms 
6. Avoid component identify crises  
7. Don’t make people hover to find things 

With the use of innovation regarding packaging, designers can create a sense of inclusivity, independence and empowerment. By having products designed for those who are disabled, at an accessible height of placement within a store, consumers of those products are kept in mind throughout the whole design, manufacture and selling process. With all of this research in mind, it begins to challenge me as a designer to question whether or not, designers are being innovative in all aspects of designing for disabled people, in order to promote inclusivity. Many women have identified that they feel as if they are living in the “dark ages” (HelloFlo, 2021), due to the lack of accessible sanitary products that they are able to use. Within my research, one wheelchair user mentioned that they are only able to use sanitary pads due to tampons being so uncomfortable. Meaning that this has limited them to using certain products, a lack of inclusivity due to these limitations are also parallel to the lack of empowerment and independence associated with the use of sanitary products as a disabled woman. 
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Image 3: (Sanitary Products by Forbes, 2021)

Conclusion

Within the product design world, empowerment, independence and inclusivity are vital aspects that go into the consideration of a design and the packaging behind the design. However, after conducting this research I feel as though designers are neglecting women who are in wheelchairs in relation to sanitary products. Menstruation is a part of being a woman and each woman’s situation if unique to themselves. Having the power as a designer to allow disabled women to feel associated with society in all aspects, is a powerful thing. I am challenged by the lack of support and inclusion disabled women have within the sanitary product industry, as a woman you should be able to have the upmost independence when it comes to your personal hygiene. Therefore, being able to provide an individual with those options and the accessibility to those products is extremely important whilst facing, as previously mentioned, discrimination against women. Discrimination to me, includes the dependence on others to complete personal hygiene tasks as a result of the lack of innovation and inclusivity of certain products.  The future of sanitary products and also personal hygiene products for women who are disabled needs to be more innovative and inclusive, by this I am challenged to create a sense of empowerment through the design of a product or series of products that can promote my three chosen key words. 


Periods as a disabled woman, practical or problematic? Is the product design world ready to help empower, include and liberate disabled women with the revolution of sanitary products to enhance independence and eradicate discrimination?
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