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ABSTRACT

Extreme dieting, exercise, cosmetic surgery, substance abuse, disordered eating, mental and 

physical health conditions are issues linked to the development of a negative body image. 

It is a significant issue in contemporary society and one of the top personal concerns of 

Australian adolescents. While many body image awareness and intervention campaigns 

have previously been deployed to combat this issue, there has been little research into the 

visual design of these campaigns. 

This doctoral project aims to demonstrate that visual designers using a practice-led 

designer-as-producer approach, rather than following the traditional designer-as-service-

provider paradigm, can improve the efficacy of body awareness and intervention 

campaigns.

My self-directed ‘designer-as-producer’ focus was informed by and responded to the 

contexts of body image in contemporary culture, contemporary visual design practice, 

and existing approaches towards body image awareness and intervention campaigns. To 

this end, a series of methods were employed, including creative studio practice, reflective 

analysis, and synthesis. These methods of investigation continuously informed each other, 

revealing new insights and suggesting further actions to be taken.

One of the findings of the research was the problematic use of photographic imagery in this 

field. As an alternative to photographic imagery, my creative outcomes explored the use of 

hand-lettering to communicate body shape diversity through metaphor. The application of 

lettering also positioned my outcomes against mainstream consumerist culture by rejecting 

standardisation and promoting care and uniqueness. 

Working in a designer-as-producer capacity also allowed me to develop perspectives and 

modes of engagement that vastly differ from existing approaches used in body image 

awareness and intervention campaigns. The research project culminated in a speculative 

body image awareness and intervention campaign titled No Bodies Perfekt. Incorporating 

statements and messages found to be effective in changing perceptions around body 

image and media literacy, No Bodies Perfekt utilised augmented reality to disrupt physical 

advertising in the public sphere with hand-lettered digital overlays. 
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INTRODUCTION

RATIONALE

‘Body image’ is defined as a psychological construct that merges a person’s physical 

body with their perceptions, thoughts, and feelings regarding their body (Grogan 2008; 

Borzekowski and Bayer 2005). Negative perception of body image is a widespread 

contemporary issue and recognised as one of the top personal concerns of Australian 

adolescents (Bullot et al. 2017).1 It is a complex and often contested field of research, 

typically examined through biological, psychological and socio-cultural lenses. 

Body dissatisfaction, or having a negative body image, is often underplayed as someone 

‘just feeling bad about themselves’ but it can develop into serious mental and physical 

health issues. Behaviours such as chronic ‘crash’ dieting, extreme exercise regimes, body 

modification procedures, cosmetic surgery, and substance abuse have all been linked to 

negative body image and are becoming increasingly common occurrences (Grogan 2008; 

Yager and O’Dea 2008). Clinical-level, disordered eating conditions such as anorexia 

nervosa, bulimia nervosa, binge eating, and other conditions2 have been repeatedly linked 

to negative body image along with many other issues such as depression, anxiety, and even 

suicidal thoughts (Dyl et al. 2006). A recent study dealing with anorexia nervosa and related 

conditions has categorically stated that “analysing, understanding and treating body-image 

disturbances should be a central focus of therapy and research” (Fendel et al. 2018, 7). 

Multiple body image awareness and intervention campaigns already exist in Australia; 

however, very little research to date has examined the visual design of these campaigns.  

For this doctoral project, which investigates visual design in this field, I have adopted a 

self-directed designer-as-producer approach. My goal is to demonstrate that visual designers 

working in this manner can promote critical dialogue, provide unique insights, and contribute 

towards future innovation around body image awareness and intervention campaigns.

1 Body image has been listed as one of the top three concerns in the Mission Australia Annual Youth Survey 

every year since 2005. The 2017 report was based on the responses of 24,000 young people (15–19 years old) 

with one in five respondents recording that they were either ‘extremely concerned’ or ‘very concerned’ about 

this issue, and female respondents significantly more concerned than male respondents. As of the time of 

writing, the 2018 survey report is yet to be published.

2 ‘Other conditions’ refers to the diagnosis of Other Specified Feeding or Eating Disorder (OSFED) which accounts 

for people who do not meet the full criteria for one of the other listed conditions.
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RESEARCH QUESTION

My research project aims to develop insights in the field of body image awareness and 

intervention campaigns through creative studio investigation and the designer-as-producer 

framework. A singular focus on communication through the use of visual design allows 

for the counter-application of lettering, layout, and other highly potent tools deployed by 

the marketing industry that drives Western consumerist culture.

RESEARCH FRAMEWORK

Background of the investigator

I have an established professional background of twenty years as a visual design 

practitioner, including the last nine years working in the role of Creative Director of 

Liveworm at Griffith University.3 While this background affords a depth of experience in 

creating visual outcomes, it proved to be a liability at times during this research project 

due to my embedded practices and habits. As detailed in this exegesis, I identified and 

overcame these challenges through the course of the investigation, with the process 

of ‘unlearning’ embedded practices becoming pivotal to moving into unexpected, and 

fruitful, directions.

I have previously engaged in the creative direction and visual design of projects that 

focussed on adolescent mental health, body image, and eating disorders.4 Through these 

experiences, I discovered initiatives in these fields often face significant challenges, 

working with limited and often unreliable funding within a marketplace dominated by 

the larger and better funded, and far more visible commercial marketing industry. I found 

this particularly interesting when contemplating that visual design practitioners—as 

‘cultural intermediaries’—feature heavily on both sides of the equation. 

3 Liveworm is an embedded design studio within the Queensland College of Art, Griffith University in 

Queensland, Australia. At Liveworm, design students interact with ‘live’ clients and projects for the education 

and cultural sectors, not-for-profit organisations, and small-to-medium enterprises.

4 These engagements were undertaken in Liveworm for the Eating Disorders Association Queensland (EDA), 

The Eating Issues Centre, and Mental Health Association Queensland (HOA).
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Through discussions with the student designers working on these projects, I became aware 

of the increasing impact of body image issues on them. I observed students in the studio 

often contributing significant effort on these projects and expressing a personal connection 

and desire to make a positive change with their work (Sargent 2013). 

I also discovered that the visual design approach of awareness and intervention 

campaigns was an under-evaluated area of research, with existing documentation only 

referring to technical matters such as ensuring consistent and clear layouts and diagrams 

(Watson and Elphick 2010).

Consequently, the projects I was involved with were all delivered and undertaken through 

the traditional designer-as-service-provider model, where the client organisations supplied 

briefs with set objectives, and the design studio responded. In this experience, the 

organisations involved always worked collaboratively rather than proscriptively; however, 

the process was still constrained by predetermined approaches and deliverables, limited 

budgets, short deadlines, and supplied content. 

Prominent research methods author John Creswell (2009) stresses that investigators should 

begin every project by establishing and making explicit their ‘philosophical worldview’ not 

only as a way to inform the direction and shape of the project, but also to communicate 

to readers how the investigator is positioned. My investigation was undertaken following 

what Creswell defines as a ‘transformative worldview’ (Creswell 2013). This positions the 

research within a participatory action framework, which he describes as: 

research inquiry needs to be intertwined with politics and a political agenda. Thus, 

the research contains an action agenda for reform that may change the lives of the 

participants, the institutions in which individuals work or live, and the researcher’s life.5 

Moreover, specific issues need to be addressed that speak to important social issues of 

the day, issues such as empowerment, inequality, oppression, domination, suppression, 

and alienation. (Creswell 2009, 9)

5 At the outset of this research project, Creswell’s suggestion that my life may change through this process 

seemed absurd. However, with perspective and reflection, I acknowledge that this research has dramatically 

changed my orientation on the realities of the designed world we live in. My resolve to work towards positive 

change in the body image field is stronger today than when this project began.
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My previous experience with organisations and projects in the field of body image 

and eating disorders is a crucial influence in this positioning. While I believe that 

visual designers can positively contribute in meaningful and impactful ways within 

the designer-as-service-provider framework, this research project explores whether 

adopting a more active and self-directed approach to visual design could generate 

new knowledge in this field. 

Finally, a note on my gender and age. Kim Gordon of Sonic Youth once condescendingly 

sneered to Chuck D6 in the iconic Sonic Youth song Kool Thing, “are you gonna liberate 

us girls from white male corporate oppression?” (Gordon et al. 1990). Throughout the 

project, I became acutely aware that my male gender and middle age might inhibit empathy 

or understanding since body image and associated issues predominantly affect adolescent 

females (Abbott and Barber 2010; Littleton and Ollendick 2003). Gordon was rejecting any 

suggestion that a ‘white knight’ was welcomed or required in her world, and I was adamant 

that this should never be something I found myself accused of as a result of the project’s 

direction or outcomes. I have used this quote and sentiment as a continual guide and 

reference point during the entirety of this research project. 

Practice-led research approach

My research project follows an inductive practice-led approach, emphasising reflexivity  

and emergence as key devices to propel the investigation forward.

The term ‘practice-led’ is used to acknowledge the primary role of practical visual design 

methods (practice) and artefacts (outcomes) embedded in my research project. Practice-led 

research is a rapidly evolving and increasingly influential field of inquiry in visual arts and 

design research, with numerous scholars working towards establishing common protocols, 

expressions, and approaches in this space (Smith and Dean 2009; Barone and Einser 2012; 

Barrett and Bolt 2007; Sullivan 2010; Gray and Malins 2016). 

6 Chuck D from Public Enemy plays the part of ‘Kool Thing’ in the song, a thinly veiled pseudonym of fellow 

rapper LL Cool J, the real target of Gordon’s criticism. Gordon had been put off by macho posturing and 

misogynistic comments LL Cool J provided during an interview with Gordon for Spin magazine. 
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An inductive process influenced by participatory action research was applied. While 

primarily used in social science disciplines, visual arts (Lykes and Scheib 2015) and design 

(Hanington and Martin 2012) research has successfully implemented this methodological 

approach. Scholars Hilary Bradbury and Peter Reason define action research as:

activities usually driven by personal commitments to contribute to human flourishing, 

and these commitments are informed by an intellectual orientation that is systemic 

or aware of inter-dependencies, emancipatory, critical and participatory. There is a 

wholeness about action research practice so that knowledge is always gained in and 

through action. (2015, 11)

Design academic Cal Swann notes that there are distinct similarities between participatory 

action research and Donald Schön’s concepts of ‘reflection-on-action’ and ‘reflection-

in-action’. He suggests that as designers are often already familiar with Schön’s ideas, 

participatory action research is a fitting choice of methodology (Swann 2002). Owain 

Pedgley and Paul Wormald outline a particular ‘designerly mode of enquiry’ model of 

participatory action research principles which I have used as the basis for my project.  

This adaptation positions the researcher to be “a participant within the situation under 

study”, who undertakes creative practice that is “regularly interspersed with additional 

activities including reading, writing, and theorizing” (Pedgley and Wormald 2007, 78). 

Methods

A series of methods including creative studio practice, reflective analysis, and synthesis 

continuously interacted and informed each other (see figure 1), creating new insights and 

suggesting further actions to be taken. 
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Figure 1 Diagram of my practice-led methodology, which draws influence from the ‘designerly mode of enquiry’ 

participatory action research practice expressed by Pedgley and Wormald (2007), and its form from the 

‘fundamental design research’ model created by Stuart Walker (2013).

My primary mode of investigation was through creative studio practice. This method 

included a combination of the following: adapting ‘designer-as-producer’ self-directed 

thinking into my practice (Lupton 1998); adopting ‘exploratory experimentation’ (Schön 

1991) and ‘designerly ways of knowing’ (Cross 2001) practices to overcome embedded 

habits and express new ideas; experimenting with new techniques such as using analogue 

letterpress and digital animated lettering (see Phase 2); crossing over into other disciplines 

through the use of augmented reality apps (see Phase 4); and disseminating creative 

outcomes via social media and in curated and juried international exhibitions (Hall, 

Kalantidou, and Schultz 2014; Hall and Lehman-Schultz 2015; Minnesota State University 

n.d.). This exegesis outlines highlights of my studio practice, culminating in my outcome 

No Bodies Perfekt (see Phase 4).

An analysis of my studio practice and designed artefacts was performed via purposeful 

‘reflection-on-action’ and ‘reflection-in-action’ undertaken around processes and outcomes 

throughout the project (Schön 1991). Reflective notes were composed during, after, and 
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between the creation of studio outcomes. With my creative studio practice occurring 

during intense, sporadic periods,7 these times of reflection were often a welcome, and 

essential, respite. Surprising revelations emerged during these intervals of contemplation; 

for example, the unearthing of my own embedded bias and creative habits (see Phase 1); 

the realisation that my self-directed approach would require careful generation of content 

(see Phase 2); the recognition of the need to move my practice into a disruptive design 

activist space, and to explore previously unconsidered technologies such as animation 

and augmented reality. Compiling this exegesis allowed me the opportunity to perform a 

final analytic review of my methods and findings, which allowed for further reflection and 

the emergence of overall themes and insights. Key reflections and emerging themes are 

documented further in this exegesis.

Linked with both the creative studio and reflective analysis was the process of synthesis, 

which included: reading of literature to better understand the cultural context of body image 

and visual design; investigating exemplar visual design practitioners and their work; writing 

expanded thoughts and reflections published via an online blog and academic conferences 

(Sargent 2017, 2018); and updating my understanding and practical skill set as new themes 

and directions emerged during the investigation. The highlights of this synthesis are 

included throughout this exegesis.

RESEARCH AIMS AND SIGNIFICANCE

Aim of the study

Many awareness and intervention campaigns addressing body image issues have been 

produced within the widely understood designer-as-service-provider mode of engagement, 

whereby a designer assumes the role of solving a perceived problem as presented by a 

client. Design writers Ian Noble and Russell Bestley argue that while framing design 

as a problem-solving activity has “legitimised the business and commercial aspects of 

design”, it has also led to a constrained view of visual design that excludes “the wider 

social, educational, and informational roles of the profession” (2011, 15). Design historian 

Victor Margolin adds that this framing of design is a commercially efficient and cost-

7 This is a side-effect of operating in an academic environment, which also includes varied periods of  

intense activity.
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effective method for producing communication material, but it commodifies the profession by 

imposing restrictions that reduce the creative agency and scope of designers, who are forced 

to “function within systems of production, distribution, and consumption whose components 

are rarely within their control” (2006, 122).

The creative brief—the cornerstone of this paradigm—directs the overall scope and direction 

of a project, along with timelines, budgets, and deliverables. Following the brief, the creative 

design process continues to be constrained by many other factors, including internal and 

external approval processes, hidden agendas, interests, and other structures such as internal 

profitability matrixes (Dorland 2009; Brook and Shaughnessy 2009; Boehnert 2014). Personal 

emotional and taste responses also impact and direct the progression of projects, where the 

success or failure of an idea is often at the whim of a sole decision-maker (Lionni 1997).

Alternative ideas around visual designers working in a self-initiated capacity have always 

existed but gained traction in the 1990s with design writer Rick Poynor coining the term 

‘designer-as-author’ (Poynor 1998b). The original term related to designers reinforcing their 

cultural legitimacy and value by inserting a personal creative language and perspective in their 

work (Rock 1996).8 These ideas proposed that authorship was achieved via the construction of 

“meaning above and beyond that of the text or message” (Lupton 2011, 59). 

Design authorship advocate Steven McCarthy notes in his publication The Designer as… 

Author, Producer, Activist, Entrepreneur, Curator, and Collaborator that design authorship has 

now evolved into a more comprehensive framework which enables “an expanded and more 

meaningful role for graphic designers through a variety of approaches” where “designers 

create self-initiated projects without a client commission” (McCarthy 2013, 11). Working in 

a designer-as-author framework opens up many directions that focus on “the generation of 

message content, and not merely its visual form” (McCarthy and De Almeida 2002, 103). 

Designer, writer, curator, and critic Ellen Lupton offers a refinement on design authorship 

with her term ‘designer-as-producer’ (Lupton 1998). She proposes ‘producer’ as a more 

holistic term than ‘author’, which implies exclusivity and autonomy. Lupton draws 

influence from philosopher Walter Benjamin and his ideas around authorship and production. 

8 Designer Michael Rock wrote the seminal “Designer as Author” article and later re-enforced this perspective 

in his follow-up essay titled “Fuck Content”. The latter was disparaging of designers who had read his original 

article “as a call for designers to generate content”, which was not his intention (Rock 2011, 15). 
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Benjamin argued that creators9 should not only view themselves as expert content 

providers beholden to others to apply and contextualise their work. He believed that 

this disconnection with materiality and production meant that the original intention of 

the work could be lost or misused. His ultimate desire was for creators to engage in 

other fields and take control of every step of production (Benjamin 1999). Lupton sees 

designers as being ideally placed to “produce, disseminate, and embody content from 

other fields,” along with “developing ideas other people can use” (Lupton in McCarthy 

2013, 47). 

Lupton sees contemporary technologies such as design software, the internet, and short-

run publishing as effective ways for designers to re-engage with the means of production 

and to take ownership of what and how they communicate. Engaging with the process 

of production allows designers to understand their unique cultural importance and 

responsibilities, without needing to emulate the position of the author—a title or role 

that only reinforces the dominance of discursive content. 

Lupton’s perspective of the ‘designer-as-producer’ role is particularly relevant to me 

as she elevates the importance of self-direction and production, but also reinforces 

a responsibility to generate content based on an informed position. My aim with 

this research project is to generate insight and advance understanding in the field of 

body image intervention and awareness campaigns using the ‘designer-as-producer’ 

framework as my guide.

9 Benjamin used the term ‘authors’ which I have changed to ‘creators’ to avoid confusion with the term 

‘designer-as-author’. He was referring to writers, photographers, artists, and other content creators.
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Figure 2 No Bodies Perfekt, my final studio outcome of this project which digitally superimposes hand-lettered 

statements over physical advertising spaces in the public sphere. Video: youtu.be/ql1hVdOQnWI

Significance of the study

As previously outlined, negative body image can lead to severe mental and physical  

health issues, including the development of eating disorders. A report commissioned by  

The Butterfly Foundation in 2012 estimated that 4 percent of Australians are living with 

eating disorders. Based on this figure, the report extrapolated that the socio-economic  

cost of eating disorders in Australia was $69.7 billion (Paxton et al. 2012).10

My self-directed designer-as-producer approach proved to be an effective strategy for 

producing new knowledge in the body image awareness and intervention field. The final 

studio outcome, No Bodies Perfekt (figure 2), is a speculative approach to body image 

awareness and intervention that uses augmented reality to disrupt advertising spaces, 

presenting a distinctly different perspective and mode of engagement from existing 

approaches in Australia.

10 The overall socio-economic cost estimate accounts for health system costs, lost future productivity costs, and 

carer costs. The authors of the report also indicated this figure was modelled from conservative figures.

https://youtu.be/ql1hVdOQnWI
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My approach is also significant in that it highlights that the visual design of these 

campaigns as an area of research requiring more attention. The visual outcomes I have 

produced can be used as starting points for more research, as can the following insights  

that I have made over the course of this doctoral project. 

Alternatives to photographic imagery in body image awareness and intervention 

campaigns should be considered

Phase 1 of this research studied the use of photographic representations of bodies in 

body image awareness and intervention campaigns, which is incredibly complex due to 

embedded cultural ideals around body shapes. The ambiguity and subjectivity of what an 

‘average’ or ‘healthy’ body looks like means that any photographic representation may only 

serve to replace one set of narrow ideals with another. My investigation suggested that 

photographic representation of bodies should be very carefully considered in the context  

of body image awareness and intervention campaigns.

Hand-lettering can be incorporated as an alternative visual design strategy to 

communicate body shape diversity and to reject consumerist culture

Through the course of this investigation, hand-lettering emerged as a strategy to 

communicate body shape diversity through metaphor. The application of a craft-based 

practice like hand-lettering is an overt rejection of mass-production, standardisation, 

and consumerist culture. I argue that due to the problematic nature of photographic 

representations, hand-lettering used in this way could be a valuable component of the  

visual design of body image awareness and intervention campaigns.

Body image awareness and intervention campaigns could utilise alternative modes of 

dissemination as a way to engage audiences

The scope of existing awareness and intervention campaigns is usually limited to  

traditional marketing-based deliverables such as brochures, posters, booklets, and websites. 

The iterative nature of my investigation shifted the project into previously unexplored and 

emerging modes of dissemination, including projected animation and augmented reality 

interventions. My investigation suggests that alternative modes of dissemination that act  

in engaging and surprising ways could compete with an advertising industry and 

consumerist culture that is vastly better funded.



12

Valuable and unique perspectives can be uncovered by visual designers working in  

a self-directed capacity

Key to my study was a framework of self-directed, practice-led experimentation 

unencumbered by typical design factors such as deadlines, budgets, deliverables, approval 

processes, agendas, focus-groups, and pre-supplied content. The designer-as-producer 

approach stimulated unconventional and unexpected creative studio practice, allowing 

me to follow directions suggested by reflective analysis and synthesis rather than client 

direction. The outcomes I generated suggest that visual designers can contribute further 

to the overall discourse on the body image awareness and intervention field if they are 

provided agency beyond their traditional operating framework.

Limitations of the study

Although my research project did produce a creative ‘outcome’, it should be reinforced 

that this is to be read as a speculative ‘proof of concept’ direction and not as a ‘solution’ 

ready for immediate deployment. As the study follows a self-directed exploratory process, 

the outcomes are presented without undergoing external assessment from associated 

professionals in the body image or eating disorder spaces. My study also does not 

encompass any related activities that often occur around other awareness and intervention 

campaigns, such as interactive classroom workshops and discussions. 



13

Exegesis structure and design

To best reflect the iterative and emergent practice-led nature of the investigation, the core 

structure of this exegesis is divided into four narrative sections. These four sections mirror 

the distinct—yet interconnected and often overlapping—phases of research undertaken. 

During these four phases, the investigation engaged creative studio practice, reflective 

analysis, and synthesis, culminating in a range of creative studio outcomes and theoretical 

insights throughout. The way these phases unfolded is depicted in figure 3. 

Figure 3 Four phases of investigation 

I began the first phase with a review of the changing nature of body shape ideals within the 

context of contemporary culture and design. I then examined a selection of body image 

awareness and intervention campaigns that incorporated photography, concluding that the 

use of this medium may not be the most appropriate visual strategy to employ. Analysing 

the use of abstract shapes and lettering stimulated reading into contemporary lettering 

practice. The use of hand-lettering as a way to communicate body shape diversity was  

then determined as an appropriate direction to explore. 

The second phase investigated exploratory experimentation focussed on the creation of 

varied letterforms to parallel the diversity found in human body shapes. Emerging from this 

phase of the investigation was the development of a new studio approach that successfully 

disrupted my embedded habits, and which became fundamental across the remainder of the 

investigation. This phase also revealed the need for further investigation to move the studio 

outcomes into more overt communicative directions.
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The focus of the third phase was identifying and applying the most successful strategies in 

combatting negative body image—the promotion of diverse body shapes and critical media 

literacy. From this, I developed a series of pertinent textual statements that were utilised in a 

series of text-based graphic outcomes. 

The final phase began with investigating examples of design activist approaches and 

identifying augmented reality interventions identified as the ideal method of dissemination 

for my research project. Emerging in this phase was a speculative body image awareness 

and intervention campaign titled No Bodies Perfekt, which uses augmented reality to  

disrupt advertising spaces in the public sphere. 

CONTEXT OF THE RESEARCH

The visual design paradox

As described earlier, the field of visual design has recently explored alternatives to the 

designer-as-service-provider framework; however, the dynamic of visual designers 

struggling with this is not a contemporary phenomenon. As influential Dutch designer  

Jan van Toorn has noted:

Every professional practice operates in a state of schizophrenia, in a situation full of 

inescapable contradictions. So too communicative design, which traditionally views  

its own action as serving the public interest, but which is engaged at the same time  

in the private interests of clients and media. (Toorn 1994, 318)

The commoditisation of visual design has been blamed for restricting the industry to a 

singular focus on work for the ends of fuelling unneeded desire, unchecked growth, and 

ecological destruction (Blauvelt 2006; Fry 1999; Walker 2013). However, along with 

the dominant client–designer model exists a counter-narrative where design is seen as a 

practice that contests this model to future the ‘greater good’ of society (Julier 2013;  

Papanek 1984; Lupton and Miller 1993). Although the history of visual design is short,  

it has been peppered with this and similar arguments during this time.11 

11 The publications Design Activism and The Designer as Author, Producer, Activist, Entrepreneur, Curator and 

Collaborator detail the examples I use here along with many others. Both begin their surveys with the Arts and 

Crafts movement of the Nineteenth Century and conclude in the early Twenty-First Century (Fuad-Luke 2009; 

McCarthy 2013).
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Other examples of working outside of the service-provider framework

The purpose of this contextual review is to highlight that my research project is located 

within a history of designers drawing on their expertise and investing effort towards the 

generation of positive socio-cultural and ecological futures. My research project takes 

inspiration from these examples and philosophies to approach the field of body image  

from the position of a designer working outside the standard service-provider framework.

Push Pin Graphic was a series of eighty-six issues (1957–1980) created by Push Pin 

Studios in New York, a collective of designers and illustrators directed by the iconic 

duo of Milton Glaser and Seymour Chwast. The publication was created to attract client 

commissions through demonstrating of the studio’s diverse and eclectic visual approach, 

with each issue themed around a different subject matter—a mix of esoteric, whimsical, 

and critical (Roberts 1958). The approach of the studio mixing its own creative and 

philosophical authorship through client-paid commissions allowed the studio members to 

contribute to a wider society while staying financially afloat (Heller 2004c).12 

Not long after the inception of the Push Pin Graphic, British designer Ken Garland was 

advocating for change within a rapidly growing visual design industry. Garland saw his 

fellow designers blindly serving consumerism and wasting their time on “trivial purposes 

which contribute little or nothing to our national prosperity” (Garland 1964, 1). His 

ideal scenario was for his fellow designers to focus on contributing to human-centric 

communication outcomes for the greater good. He outlined these concerns in what would 

become the First Things First Manifesto in 1963 (Poynor 2009). 

While only a few paragraphs of text followed by a list of co-signatories, the First Things 

First Manifesto was published in multiple journals and newspapers and sparked debate 

within the UK and beyond. While the commercial marketing-focused industry he addressed 

did not end up privileging design-for-communication over design-for-persuasion, the 

Manifesto did succeed in becoming an important departure point for designers who believed 

that they had the responsibility to think critically about their actions and the effects of  

their industry (Poynor 1999). 

12 The tradition of the Push Pin Graphic was later revived by Chwast as a new publication The Nose which 

consisted of twenty issues from 1997–2009, created with new collaborators Steven Brower and James Victore. 

While the tradition of exploring quirky themes remained, it was balanced with more overtly political themes 

than the Push Pin Graphic, including issues around ‘Fear’, ‘Truth and Lies’, and ‘War’ (Nadel 2001).
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Victor Papanek echoed similar sentiments to Garland with the publication of his book 

Design for the Real World in the early 1970s. He was also alarmed at the submissive 

position the design industry had taken towards fuelling consumerism through the design 

of ephemeral objects of desire rather than addressing a real need. He urged designers to 

consider the positive influence they could contribute towards this end. Papanek proposed 

a system not dissimilar to the dynamic of Push Pin Studios, with designers dedicating 10 

percent of their time devoted to activities within social, environmental, financial, and ethical 

domains, supported by traditional client commissions (Papanek 1984). 

As with the First Things First Manifesto, the work of Papanek contributed to fierce debates 

and sparked the beginnings of universal design, inclusive design, and human-centred design, 

but ultimately it did not slow the progression of the client- and profit-driven commercial 

design industry (Fuad-Luke 2009).

When digital graphics software and cost-effective desktop computers arrived in the mid-

1980s, they revolutionised design studio workflows and production time (Gomez-Palacio 

and Vit 2009). Experimentation with new visual outcomes and ideas around designer 

authorship and entrepreneurship ensured (Poynor 1998b; Heller 2011) along with the ability 

to easily create new typefaces with software such as Fontographer (Carter, Day, and Meggs 

2012; Wilhide 2010). 

Designers Zuzana Licko and Rudy VanderLans were at the forefront of this new frontier 

when they established Emigre, a design magazine that explored innovation in digital design 

and also showcased their typeface designs (Kinross 2004; J. Thrift 2005). The publication 

ran from 1984 to 2009 over sixty-nine issues (VanderLans 2009). In a similar vein, 

designers Neville Brody and Jon Wozencroft started FUSE, a series of posters packaged 

with new usable digital typefaces (1990–2000). Totalling eighteen issues, it showcased 

experimental typeface designs by select contributors who pushed legibility along with  

other visual and conceptual boundaries (Bil’ak 2013; Farrelly 1991; Rock 1994). 

Like the Push Pin Graphic, Emigre and FUSE had a dual role—they acted as promotional 

pieces for Emigre Fonts and FontShop, but also created a design authorship platform for 

contributors to express their views on contemporary topics. Issues of FUSE explored a 

range of subjects such as politics, religion, war and violence, propaganda, surveillance, 

and genetic modification, through typeface design (Shaughnessy 2012). Contributing to 
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this overall attitude was the editorial essay contributions in each issue by Wozencroft with 

statements such as: “once, the direction of social policy was towards the disadvantaged—

today, it seeks to consolidate the comfort of the restless middle class” (Wozencroft 1995, 

n.p.) positioning the project in opposition of the politics of the day. 

Simultaneous to the digitisation of the design studio, a massive shift was occurring in the 

Western corporate world, with a wholesale change from a product-production emphasis 

to image-production emphasis, where competitive advantage now came from brand 

image differentiation rather than product differentiation (Julier 2006). This change saw 

corporations outsourcing (and offshoring) their manufacturing efforts while investing 

heavily in branding, marketing, and advertising (Klein 2000; N. Thrift 2005; Barnard 

2005). The visual design industry saw increasing budgets and even more expansion with the 

growth of global corporate branding agencies. As design writers Ellen Lupton and Abbott 

Miller note, this also led to a process of global visual homogenisation towards “a future 

‘world culture’ of stunning sameness” (1993, 230).

Despite the events following the publication of the First Things First Manifesto, some 

lamented that the industry had dramatically lurched in the opposite direction over the 

next thirty years (Howard 1994). The explosion in digital technology and overall industry 

growth saw the previous discourse around the social practice of visual design once again 

eclipsed—this time, by an uncritical discussion on aesthetic approaches, visual style, 

technological advances, brand differentiation strategy, and how best to deliver client-driven 

objectives (Blauvelt 2006; Novosedlik 1995). Design writer Guy Julier (2013) refers to 

the era following the 1970s up to the financial crisis in 2008 as a ‘shadow period’, where 

design shifted into a comfortable reactive state of production and consumption through a 

mutually beneficial understanding with free market neoliberalism.  

Renewed debate and revisiting past ideas

In response to the swing towards the commercialism of the industry and increasing concern 

about consumption, globalisation, and the natural environment, fresh counter-narratives 

emerged through organisations such as the Canadian Adbusters Media Foundation (more 

commonly known as Adbusters) (Rumbo 2002). The organisation built on the tactics of 

cultural activists and popularised the practice of ‘culture jamming’ through its anti-capitalist 

magazine, Adbusters (Lasn 2000). 
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Adbusters promoted culture jamming as a means to subvert corporate branding 

communication through the introduction of “noise into the signal as it passes from 

transmitter to receiver, encouraging idiosyncratic, unintended interpretations” (Dery 2010, 

n.p.). Through its magazine, Adbusters promoted “simple acts of creative resistance that 

raise awareness, reframe debates, and reclaim and maintain individuals’ sovereignty” 

(Milstein and Pulos 2015, 395) via a wide variety of activities—from inserting colourful 

knitted objects into the urban landscape (Mann 2015), to coordinated events where 

advertising in the public sphere is simultaneously removed and replaced with alternative 

messages (Lekakis 2017).

This tactic was heavily influenced by the détournement as practiced by the avant-garde 

Situationist International collaboration of the 1950s and 1960s, as well as by the direct 

defacing of billboards and other advertising performed by activist groups such as B.U.G.A. 

U.P. (Billboard Utilising Graffitists Against Unhealthy Promotions), Guerrilla Girls, and the 

Billboard Liberation Front (Carducci 2006; Chave 2011; Milstein and Pulos 2015). 

During the late 1990s, Garland’s manifesto was updated and republished in Adbusters 

magazine as the First Things First Manifesto 2000. This new version followed a similar 

format of contesting the dominance of consumerism; however, it was updated to move away 

from design-for-communication towards a more direct engagement with contemporary 

“environmental, social and cultural crises” (Adbusters 1999, 59). As with the past manifesto, 

the message was distributed around the world in influential publications including Eye, 

Emigre, the AIGA Journal, Blueprint, Items, and Form (Poynor 1999). The popularity of 

Adbusters, their many culture jamming campaigns, and the republished First Things First 

Manifesto sparked renewed debate on where the efforts of the visual design industry should 

be directed (Soar 2002). 

Some powerful voices within the design industry disparaged the updated manifesto for 

being too divisive and idealistic. Pentagram partner and prolific author Michael Bierut 

noted that the manifesto had been signed by the top echelon of elite designers and design 

critics—in other words, those who could afford to do so due to their privileged position. 

He objected to the binary argument of the manifesto and suggested that a better approach 

would be to urge designers to continue working for their existing clients but to think more 

broadly about their impacts and to try to enact change from within (Bierut 2000; Soar 2002). 
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Others such as design critic Gérard Mermoz found it counterproductive as it detracted 

from “other initiatives developed elsewhere to address these issues” (Sadowska 2006).

In many ways, the revised manifesto had a similar effect to the original—it stirred up 

debate but was limited in creating any significant change. Design writer Alastair Fuad-

Luke notes that the manifesto was aimed towards “changing the way [designers] think, 

approach their work and deliver their form-giving” (2009, 48), whereas he argued it 

should have been aimed at how designers could generate change in others. This argument 

is consistent with design theorist Tony Fry’s (2017) long-running complaint of designers 

wasting time by ‘talking amongst themselves’ rather than challenging their place in the 

world and future consequences of how they act within it. 

Design activism and other alternative modes of design 

One of the consequences of the First Things First Manifesto 2000 and the ‘inward 

facing’ critique by Bierut, Fuad-Luke, Fry, and others, was a renewed interest in 

outward-facing modes of design. A variety of alternative design philosophies, 

approaches, and frameworks found increased momentum and interest, among them 

‘meta design’ (Wood 2016), ‘design futures’ (Fry 2009), ‘adversarial design’ (DiSalvo 

2014), ‘slow design’ (Strauss and Fuad-luke 2008), ‘co-design’ or ‘social design’ 

(Brown 2009), ‘human-centred design’ (Buchanan 2006), ‘design for social innovation’ 

(Manzini 2014), ‘socially responsible design’ (Margolin and Margolin 2002), and 

‘design activism’ (Fuad-Luke 2009). 

Even though these design approaches can often be drastically different and sometimes 

even contradictory, they all share the aim of practitioners utilising increased agency to 

contribute to positive socio-cultural and ecological futures through design. Given my 

approach of taking a political and active position, the ideas surrounding the field of 

design activism are particularly compatible with my research project. 

Fuad-Luke resists defining design activism as this “has the potential to result in a pluralist, 

messy and contestable result” (Fuad-Luke 2009, 1). However, he broadly describes 

design activism as using design as an action agenda to “catalyse, encourage or bring 

about change, in order to elicit social, cultural and/or political transformations” (Fuad-

Luke 2009, 6). He proposes that the key for designers, to determine where best they 



20

should direct their efforts to influence and generate change, is to understand the diversity 

and complexity of the landscape. He argues that design can “encourage civic engagement, 

engender trust, create mutual support, establish norms, contribute to communal health, 

cement shared interests, facilitate individual or collective action and generate reciprocity 

between individuals and between individuals and a community” (Fuad-Luke 2009, 7).

Design critic Ann Thorpe believes the lack of a clear definition of design activism is 

problematic as it leads to misunderstanding. She notes that many assume activist actions 

to be fundamentally negative, only serving to raise awareness without being able to 

achieve real outcomes. Her emphasis is aimed at curtailing those kinds of assumptions 

and communicating the message that design activists “try to bring about change by 

generating positive alternatives to the status quo” (Thorpe 2014, 28). 

Like Fuad-Luke, Thorpe also appreciates the potential in design being able to enact 

change in a number of areas including ecology (reducing impact, preserving wilderness, 

regenerative), community (health, education, user involvement, sense of place, 

relationships), human rights (social justice, affordability, accessibility and democracy), 

and cultural diversity (immigration, religious diversity and ethnic diversity) (Thorpe 

2008). Thorpe argues that designer activists work in a unique way as they often seek to 

invent solutions and alternatives that are superior to the existing condition, rather than 

traditional activists that look to reform existing approaches (Thorpe 2014). 

Taking cues from co-design, Carl DiSalvo also notes that design activism should be 

considered in the outcome (artefact) as well as the process taken (DiSalvo 2014).  

He emphasises that design activism is more effective when it is framed as political 

design rather than design for politics. His approach differs from Fuad-Luke and Thorpe 

in that it is more adversarial, outlining design functioning to “reveal, question and even 

challenge conditions and structures” (DiSalvo 2010, n.p.). This perspective is shared by 

others who discuss a form of design that challenges while simultaneously re-orientates. 

In this form, design can operate to ‘reprogram’ (Julier 2013) or ‘redirect’ (Fry 2011) the 

environment it is inserted into.
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Design educator Thomas Markussen aligns with the descriptions of design activism 

put forward by Fuad-Luke and Thorpe, but finds them lacking emphasis on design by 

favouring terminology used to describe established activism and anti-establishment 

movements. He summarises design activism as actors intervening in a ‘designerly’ way 

across three areas: 

1) promoting social change, 2) raising awareness about values and beliefs 

(e.g., in relation to climate change, sustainability, etc.), or 3) questioning the 

constraints that mass production and consumerism place on people’s everyday life. 

(Markussen 2013, 38)

The emphasis on approaching activism in a designerly way is important to Markussen’s 

understanding as he feels this is what makes the field distinct and effective. The classic 

definition of working in a designerly way is approaching problems through a cycle 

of creative iteration, intuition, and reflection (Cross 2006). According to Markussen’s 

definition, being designerly involves someone undertaking an informed aesthetic approach, 

reframing design activism as a ‘disruptive aesthetic practice’. This focus on disruption 

follows on from DiSalvo, Julier, and Fry, whom all assert that design must move into areas 

of intervention, dispute, and reorientation.

Some contemporary authors in design echo Papanek’s suggestion of devoting 10 percent 

of their time to non-commissioned work towards activist activities (Berman 2009; 

Scalin and Taute 2012; Shea 2012). Fuad-Luke notes that design activists can operate 

“from within, outside, or on the edge” (Fuad-Luke 2013, 473) as they “simultaneously 

address societal issues of concern while changing the essence of what it means to design” 

(Fuad-Luke 2014, 282). This is reflective of my own situation—working primarily as 

a traditional service-provider in my role as an educator-practitioner, while working in a 

designer-as-producer framework through this research project.
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PHASE 1: EARLY EXPLORATIONS

BODY IMAGE

A person’s body image is influenced by multidimensional factors including personal 

experiences, personality, and other external socio-cultural influences (Borzekowski and 

Bayer 2005; Grogan 2008; McCabe and Ricciardelli 2003). Although these factors do 

not work in isolation, socio-cultural factors are attributed as being the most significant of 

the three and include family interactions, peer interactions, and most notably, mass media 

(Grogan 2008; Levine and Smolak 2009).  

Internalisation and development of a negative body image

A significant amount of research links contemporary media culture with negative body 

image in female (Grabe, Ward, and Hyde 2008) and male (McCabe and Ricciardelli 2001) 

adolescents. The link between body image issues and media exposure is now so clear that 

many are asserting that researchers should move on from investigating this field and focus  

all efforts on what can be done about it (McHugh and Kowalski 2010).

Restrictive and near-unobtainable body shapes are endorsed through the socio-cultural 

sphere—specifically, ‘thin ideal’ and ‘masculine ideal’ body shapes—as the most desirable 

in our culture (Grogan 2008; Agliata and Tantleff-Dunn 2004; Cafri et al. 2005). For 

females, the contemporary thin ideal is described as being slender, toned, with low body fat 

levels, a low waist–hip ratio, and large breasts (Diedrichs and Lee 2011; Grogan 2006). For 

males, the contemporary masculine ideal is described as also having low body fat levels 

(for better muscle definition in this case), v-shaped torso with slender waist and hips, flat 

stomach, and moderately muscular chest, arms, and shoulders (Grogan 2008; Hart 2015; 

Stratton et al. 2015). Of particular note is the restrictive definition of ‘toned’ and ‘moderate 

muscularity’. Being too muscular—such as the physique of an extreme bodybuilder—is not 

seen to be acceptable either (Hart 2015; Henwood, Gill, and Mclean 2002). Researchers have 

continuously noted that body shape ideals are not static and have been become increasingly 

thinner/muscular over time (Strahan et al. 2006; Sypeck, Gray, and Ahrens 2003).13 

13 Researchers are now noting that the female ‘thin’ body shape ideal is shifting into what is being described as  

the ‘athletic’ or ‘fit’ ideal (Uhlmann et al. 2018).
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However, being exposed to impossibly thin and muscular body shapes does not 

automatically cause a negative body image of oneself to be developed—this can only occur 

after the ideals are internalised. Internalisation of these idealised body types refers to being 

exposed to and then accepting these ideals as being normal (Thompson and Stice 2001). 

Once these ideals become normalised, comparison against unrealistic expectations may 

cause a person’s perception of their own body to be altered in a negative manner (Cash  

and Szymanski 1995).

Western culture, body politics, and ‘the tyranny of slenderness’

Biological and psychological discourses tend to address negative body image and 

associated issues as disorders of the sufferer caused by exposure to the above-mentioned 

socio-cultural influences (Cui et al. 2015; Kaye et al. 2013). A leading authority on feminist, 

cultural, and gender studies, Susan Bordo considers body image and associated issues as 

symptoms of a much wider problem within our contemporary culture that is perpetuated 

via these socio-cultural influences (1993). From this perspective, people with body 

dissatisfaction are not seen as being disordered; instead, negative feelings about their  

bodies are expected reactions from simply existing within this culture. 

To use Michel Foucault’s analogy of the panopticon prison watchtower, our contemporary 

culture forces us to control our own behaviour and bodies because of a constant gaze from  

a patriarchal ideology embedded in that culture (Margaret 1994). Foucault noted that by 

self-monitoring and conforming to standards, boundaries, and limits set by others, our 

bodies are dominated by the power of the panoptic gaze, creating what he calls ‘docile 

bodies’ (Foucault 1979). Regarding women in particular, the gaze appears externally but 

also from within. On this point, John Berger famously stated: “Men look at women.  

Women watch themselves being looked at. This determines not only most relations  

between men and women but also the relation of women to themselves” (1972, 47).

Other cultures share practices of controlling bodies to meet cultural norms, including 

foot binding (Drucker 2007), neck elongation14 using brass and copper rings (Rose 1995), 

scarification (Garve et al. 2017), genital cutting (Ross et al. 2016), tooth removal (Durband, 

Littleton, and Walshe 2014), piercings, and ink tattooing (Bell 2014). Psychologist Sarah 

14 While it gives the illusion of a longer neck, the weight of the rings actually pushes the clavicle and ribs down.
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Grogan notes that our contemporary Western society has “replaced these practices with 

strict diets (which weaken and debilitate) and cosmetic surgery (in which women undergo 

painful and potentially dangerous procedures) to try to attain culturally defined, attractive, 

slender body shapes” (Grogan 2008, 16).

Bordo notes that bodies are a medium of culture, and also echoes Foucault when she 

describes our bodies as “trained, shaped, and impressed with the stamp of prevailing 

historical forms of selfhood, desire, masculinity, femininity… through the pursuit of an 

ever-changing, homogenising, elusive ideal” (Bordo 1993, 166). Contemporary Western 

culture demands perfection through the endorsement of body shape ideals, while in 

contradiction it also celebrates consumption, and promotes overall excess. Achieving the 

thin or masculine ideal “represents triumph of will over the body” (Bordo 1993, 147), and 

conversely, those who do not meet the ideal are seen as weak in mind and body, unable to 

control or correct themselves. 

Ever-elusive ideals in body shapes, by design

As discussed above, the Western female body ideal has changed over time, with dramatic 

changes over the last century in particular. This period has seen a shift from the ‘fertile’ 

body ideal of the early 1900s to today’s ‘thin’ body ideal, with multiple variations in 

between (Eco 2004; Grogan 2008; Derenne and Beresin 2006). 

The trend towards the contemporary thin female ideal began with fashion trends and 

associated advertising in the 1920s that “encouraged women to adopt a more boyish, 

youthful, streamlined and sleek physique, achieved by use of undergarments and dieting” 

(O’Dea 2007, 3). Over time, this new streamlined female silhouette—even though it was 

largely created by bandaging or using constricting corsets to flatten out curves—caused 

“perceptions of actual bodies [to] also alter” (Berney 2001, 328).

From the 1930s to the early 1950s the ideal shifted again with the shapelier ‘hourglass’ 

form becoming desired, before swinging back to androgynous ‘sophisticated’ slimness in 

the late 1950s. The trend of a progressively thinner ideal continued until the 1980s (Grogan 

2008). In the 1990s, the extremely thin ‘waif’ ideal was endorsed, which, after widespread 

criticism, transformed into the more toned (but still very thin) contemporary ‘thin’ ideal 

(Diedrichs, Lee, and Kelly 2011).  
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While not as dramatic, the male body shape ideal has also seen fluctuations, in particular 

since the 1980s, when “idealized images of the naked (or semi-naked) male body started 

to become common in mainstream Western media” (Grogan 2008, 27). The 1990s also 

saw the male ideal also briefly shift towards the ‘waif’ body shape, until it moved into the 

mesomorphic, chiselled ideal of today (Abbott and Barber 2010; Luciano 2007). 

According to Pierre Bourdieu (1984), those operating in professions that involve 

presentation and representation—such as visual designers15—exist in the noteworthy 

position of ‘cultural intermediaries’; they are expert ‘taste-makers’ responsible for creating 

and reinforcing visual and consumer culture. Concerning body ideals, this position becomes 

even more important considering the potential for designers to contribute both negatively 

and positively to body image attitudes. 

Parallels with the fashionability of body shape exist in the field of design, where  

embedded ideals also appear. Taking cues from women’s body ideals, ideal design forms 

have also changed across time. In the 1920s and 1930s, while the fashion world was busy 

streamlining female silhouettes, consumer goods were also being rapidly transformed in  

a similar manner (Bush 1974). 

‘Streamlining’ began as an engineering approach to produce faster-moving vehicles, but 

when the sleek visual aesthetic was adapted to other items, they became incredibly popular 

with consumers. Objects once only associated with their functionality were re-designed to 

disguise their utility and to be desired for their aesthetic appearance and ‘futuristic’ visual 

style (Berney 2001; Gorman 2006). Industrial design had arrived, and, due to its role in a 

consumption-led recovery of the Great Depression–era in the USA, “ascended as a major 

tool of a modern economy” (Fry 1999, 113).

15 Ironically, in this exegesis ‘visual designer’ replaces the more familiar term of ‘graphic designer’. Bourdieu 

might have described this as a reaction to class anxiety—a futile attempt to reorient my position as having 

higher symbolic capital and credibility, similar to when ‘graphic designer’ replaced the term ‘commercial artist’ 

(Maguire and Matthews 2012). 
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Figure 4 Raymond Loewy Evolution Charts 1934

Designer Raymond Loewy viewed visual objects as a reflection of how Western civilisation 

had become more sophisticated over time, with his aesthetically streamlined designed 

forms propelling society towards a stylish and orderly utopia. On Loewy’s approach to 

streamlining, Adrienne Berney suggests that he “intended his machine designs to hide the 

working parts in the same way that a pin-up girl’s image glorified her body’s appearance 

without reference to its functions (Berney 2001, 329). His (in)famous Evolution Charts 

of 1934 depicted the streamlining of women’s attire from intricate and ornate to sleek and 

simplified (figure 4). Adjacent to the diagrams of dress was the evolution of the female 

figure in bathing suits, with their body shape also diminishing as time continued, with the 

final evolution becoming a sleek question mark. Notably, Loewy created several other 

similar evolutionary charts depicting the form of cars, boats, trains, telephones, and chairs, 

all following the same streamlining pattern (Cogdell 2003).

This complex interaction with product design, fashion, bodies, consumption, manipulation, 

and elusive ideals has continued ever since. Appeal for the aggressively streamlined style of 

aeroplanes and weapons influenced a more pointed, mechanistic-looking padded brasseries, 

which fed into the ‘hourglass’ shape ideal in the 1940s and 1950s (Berney 2001). More 

recently, manipulation and editing of photographic representation (explored further below) 

pushed this relationship even further, creating ‘visual cyborgs’ embodying elusive ideals 

now even more impossible to achieve (Bordo 1993).  



27

PHOTOGRAPHIC REPRESENTATION OF BODIES

Development of a negative body image is prevalent in adolescence, which is a crucial 

period of self-awareness and body image perception (Littleton and Ollendick 2003). 

To date, the most successful strategies in combatting negative body image have been 

awareness and intervention campaigns that promote diverse body shapes and critical 

media literacy (O’Dea and Abraham 2000; Littleton and Ollendick 2003; O’Dea 2007). 

In Australia, there are varying levels of government as well as not-for-profit 

organisations promoting positive body image messages. Recent co-ordinated efforts 

have been undertaken by the Australian Federal Government, which set up a National 

Advisory Group on Body Image and released the Proposed National Strategy on Body 

Image and a Voluntary Industry Code of Conduct in 2009 (Australian Government 

Office for Youth 2009). 

Body image awareness and intervention campaigns in Australia

The vast majority of literature on body image awareness and intervention campaigns focus 

on the written rather than the visual design content, with a review of existing approaches 

written for the Commonwealth Department of Health and Ageing considering only 

structural and technical recommendations such as ‘consistency of layout’ and ‘clarity of 

diagrams’ (Watson and Elphick 2010). The National Eating Disorder Collaboration also 

published a report which compiled strategies to communicate complex issues such as 

eating disorders and body image. This report contained detailed suggestions on language 

use, key messages, and how to incorporate researched-based written content into body 

awareness and intervention campaigns. However, it did not outline how this information 

might be visually communicated in much detail other than the inclusion of “printed 

resource materials on eating disorders, disordered eating and body dissatisfaction could also 

usefully be provided through clinics and youth health programs” (National Eating Disorder 

Collaboration 2012, 39).16 

16 It should be mentioned that the report does recognise this deficiency in the appendix, noting that better links 

need to be made with design-related industry bodies and professionals. The report calls these the ‘Image 

Maker’ professions (National Eating Disorder Collaboration 2012).
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The proposed National Strategy on Body Image suggested the use of a “more diverse 

range of people within the fashion, advertising and media industries” to “allow more 

people to identify with popular images of beauty and help them view their own bodies 

more positively” (National Advisory Group on Body Image 2010, 3). This is a view 

shared by scholars who make similar suggestions of promoting images of people 

deemed to have ‘average’ and/or ‘healthy’ body shapes as a strategy to counterbalance 

the dominant thin and masculine body shape ideals (Diedrichs, Lee, and Kelly 2011; 

Halliwell, Dittmar, and Howe 2005).

On the surface, recommendations from government departments and researchers to use 

photographic images of average and healthy body shapes might appear to be an effective 

way to portray body shape diversity; however, photographic images are subjective by 

nature. In her book On Photography, Susan Sontag remarked that “although there is a 

sense in which the camera does indeed capture reality, not just interpret it, photographs 

are as much an interpretation of the world as paintings and drawings are” (1977, 6). 

While their descriptions and methods of discussing photographic representations differ, 

key scholars share a similar overall thesis on how we interpret photographic images 

(Benjamin 1969; Berger 2013; Barthes 2010). They agree that while we might perceive 

a photographic image to have a static and true meaning, it does not. When individuals 

look at a photographic image, they have a unique subjective reading of it that is informed 

by their background, views, and experiences. This view of individual perception was 

famously tested by cognitive psychologist Richard Gregory and his study of the Surma 

people of Ethiopia in the 1970s. He presented them with a drawing of a woman sitting 

indoors in front of a window. His test subjects all interpreted the drawing as being of a 

woman carrying a water tin upon her head, based on this being a familiar scene in their 

context (Derȩgowski 1976).
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National Eating Disorders Collaboration (NEDC)

The NEDC website (figure 5) is a publicly prominent and comprehensive portal featuring a 

large range of freely available well-researched resources on eating disorders and associated 

issues such as body image. The visual design approach of the website relies upon the use 

of photographic images of people—in particular, a selection of stylised sun-drenched 

‘Instagram filter’–styled images.17 

Figure 5 Sample pages from the NEDC website (visited August 2014).

The photographic selection for the body image section of the website is of particular note. 

For this page, the website’s designers seemingly decided that an image of an attractive, slim, 

yet sullen young man with his skateboard (figure 5, right) was the most appropriate one to 

use; however, when it is compared to the smiling and joyful images on other sections of 

the website, it only serves to reinforce the stereotype of negative body image being about 

someone who ‘just feels bad about themselves’. 

17 At the time of this phase of investigation, the NEDC website was reflective of the images shown above. In 2018, 

the website was relaunched, minus most of the photographic representations found in 2014 and displayed 

above.
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Figure 6 Image sourced from online photographic stock library.

The limited range of visual diversity on this website—not only in body shape but also in 

age and race—is not surprising considering images used on the website are sourced from 

generic online stock photography libraries (as shown in figure 6). Photographic stock 

libraries are notorious for perpetuating homogenised ideals (Swan 2011) and generating a 

“tremendous increase in the supply of pictures available” while simultaneously “narrowing 

the representational field” (Lupton and Miller 1999c, 133).
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Don’t Dis My Appearance 

The Butterfly Foundation’s awareness and fundraising campaign Don’t Dis My Appearance 

(shown in figure 7) also employed photographic images.

Figure 7 A selection of posters promoting the Don’t Dis My Appearance campaign to raise awareness and funds  

for the Butterfly Foundation.

The campaign aimed to subvert the importance of visual appearance in our culture, but was 

criticised for using studio-lit photographic images of celebrity ambassadors (who could 

all be described as thin, glamourous, and attractive) to do so (Razer 2015). The logo for 

Faby, a nail lacquer brand and supporter of the campaign, is given prominent visual status, 

suggesting its support might have dictated the concept. 

It should be noted that further information could be found on the campaign’s website, 

including the following: “it is important to realise that the representations of ‘good looking’ 

people in the media are often unattainable and unrealistic, and that our happiness should 

not be solely determined by our physical appearance” (The Butterfly Foundation n.d.). 

However, this and other intended messages are lost as ‘fine print’ when the campaign itself 

uses representations of these same good-looking people front and centre. 
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Interpreting photographic representations

The nature of how we interpret photographs can have dangerous implications for 

adolescents, as they are susceptible to developing—or have already developed—a 

distorted or negative body image of themselves. Any photographic representations of 

a body—even one which has been deemed ‘average’ or ‘healthy’—may replace one 

set of narrow ideals with another. A study looking at photographs of different body 

shapes revealed that the concept of an ‘average and healthy’ sized model was far more 

complex than anticipated. When discussing what they considered average, participants 

communicated an ideal just as restrictive as the thin and masculine ideals. Their 

interpretation of an ‘average’ body shape was one which was not thin but also not 

overweight, as they considered someone too thin or too overweight as being ‘unhealthy’ 

(Diedrichs, Lee, and Kelly 2011). 

Dove’s Campaign for Real Beauty was an attempt to focus on the promotion of ‘average’ 

body shapes in advertising. For the campaign, Dove used—and publicised the use 

of—photographs of “real women” of “various ages, shapes and sizes” rather than 

professional models (Murray 2013, 83). Critics pointed out the contradictory nature of 

this campaign which promoted self-acceptance but also the “consumption of products 

that encourage conformity to feminine beauty ideology” (Johnston and Taylor 2008, 962). 

Other detractors noted that the campaign invited, and even actively encouraged, people 

to judge themselves and others on appearance alone—which recalls Bordo’s observation 

of a culture that promotes and endorses yet simultaneously vilifies body image ideals 

(Roedl 2010).18

Criticism of body representation in advertising has a long history. During the second 

wave of the feminist movement, publications such as Women and Their Bodies drew 

attention to the commodification and objectification of women’s bodies.19 Criticism was 

particularly directed at the use of whole bodies or dismembered “legs, busts, eyes, mouths, 

fingers, hair, abdomens, and vaginas” to sell “useless, mind-destroying products that 

18 Other critics have noted the hypocrisy of Dove promoting body image diversity in this way, considering 

the fellow Unilever-owned brand Axe (Lynx in Australia) has been responsible for multiple controversial 

advertising campaigns promoting toxic attitudes towards women (Neff 2007)

19 Women and Their Bodies was an inexpensive newsprint booklet that evolved into the influential Our Bodies, 

Ourselves in 1971, with subsequent updated editions and translations occurring up until the present day 

(Wells 2008).
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make millions for businessmen” (Boston Women’s Health Collective 1970, 9). Feminist 

activists noted that this application of images in advertising contributed towards patriarchal 

dominance, and “taught women that their primary obligation was to serve men’s domestic 

and sexual needs” (Bronstein 2011, 2).

Representation of the female body has also been a long-running theme in visual art, 

demonstrated in the extensive range of work and artists included in WACK! Art and the 

Feminist Revolution. WACK! was a comprehensive survey exhibition of feminist art 

produced between 1965 and 1980, shown in multiple locations across the USA from 

2006 to 2008. The catalogue for this exhibition drew controversy for the image selected 

for the cover— a photo-collage by Martha Rosler featuring wall-to-wall naked Playboy 

‘playmates’. Objectified representations of the female body in this way were mostly absent 

in the exhibition, with some critics claiming the cover image “loses its point out of context  

and turns into just another sex-sells pitch” (Cotter in Meyer 2007, 211).  

To further complicate the issue, the nature and saturation of photographic images has 

dramatically changed in contemporary times. Sontag protested over forty years ago that 

we had become “image-junkies” (Sontag 1977, 24) and more recently, that exposure to 

images through mass media has become so “hyper-saturated” (Sontag 2003, 81) that they 

are inescapable. Since this comment, the wide-spread adoption of smartphone technology 

with embedded digital cameras has resulted in over one trillion photographic images being 

captured every year (Heyman 2015). Photography writer Fred Ritchin (2010) warns that 

we should not look at digital photography as being a technological evolution, but more 

like the beginning of a revolution. He argues that contemporary photographic images are 

having a dramatic effect on society for two reasons: firstly, because reality is becoming the 

initial, ‘flawed’ draft to be improved on; and secondly, because ‘perfect’ images are now 

bombarding us from every angle. In the past, these images arrived via mass media, but 

now they also appear through our social networks, often via increasingly easy-to-use photo 

manipulation software. 

Bordo would see this as part of the overall discourse surrounding our relationship with our 

bodies and body modification that “encourages us to ‘imagine the possibilities’ and close 

our eyes to limits and consequences” (Bordo 1993, 39). In her case, Bordo was discussing 

the use of plastic surgery by celebrities and professional models; however, this increased 
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normalisation of perfection in photographic images (both available to celebrities and 

‘everyday’ people) has made it even easier for us to accept body modification as a valid  

way to help ‘improve’ on reality. 

Ritchin sees the normalisation of genetic modification as the next logical step. He believes 

our current state is the beginning of this revolution and notes that

while photography is conventionally thought of as depicting the present to be seen 

as the past, we have also, unbeknownst to ourselves, been making coded images 

of the future—our own as transformed humans, or what some are calling, with 

justification, ‘post humans’. (2010, 42) 

Since Ritchin’s prediction, the ability to apply genetic modification has rapidly advanced, 

with recent developments in CRISPR20 technology resulting in a frenzy of research in this 

field (Ledford 2016). Clinical trials using this technology have already progressed to human 

testing phases, moving much faster than discussions of ethics and regulation surrounding 

these advancements (Brokowski and Adli 2018; Capps et al. 2017). Additional concern 

surrounds the general availability of the required tools (CRISPR do-it-yourself kits can 

be purchased on the internet) and the ability of CRISPR-modified genomes to pass on 

alterations to offspring (Fenech 2018).

20 Clustered Regularly Interspaced Short Palindromic Repeats (CRISPR) technology has revolutionised the field of 

genetic modification by allowing modification to be performed quickly and cheaply when compared to previous 

methods. 
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ALTERNATIVE VISUAL STRATEGIES TO PHOTOGRAPHIC REPRESENTATION

The use of photography in the Don’t Dis My Appearance is the exception rather than the 

rule for The Butterfly Foundation, which often incorporates other more conceptual visual 

strategies in its awareness campaigns.

Figure 8: The annually run Love Your Body campaign avoids photography, preferring to use abstract shapes  

and a range of typographic treatments to suggest body diversity.

Love Your Body Week is an annual campaign that uses abstract shapes, typography, and 

lettering (or, typefaces based on hand-lettering) as dominant visual elements. In 2014 

(figure 8), differing colourful shapes were also used to suggest diverse body shapes. This 

approach allowed the campaign to have a lively, youthful approach and to communicate 

ideas around body image diversity without the complications as mentioned earlier of using 

photographic images.21

The politics of contemporary lettering practice

Enjoying a strong resurgence in the last decade, ‘lettering’ refers to custom-made 

typographic characters that are specifically created for a specific purpose rather than 

selecting and arranging an existing standardised typeface (Farrelly 2010). Others neatly 

21 The direction of using lettering as a visual feature for Love Your Body Week has continued in subsequent years, 

with notable lettering artist Jasmine Dowling producing the excellent hand-lettered visuals for the 2016 

campaign (Naughton 2016).
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define lettering by differentiating it from typography: “typography has to do with lots 

of text and is about reading; lettering has to do with a few words and is about attracting 

attention” (Bierma and Lentjes 2004, 45). Visually, lettering is heavily influenced 

by calligraphy, illustration, illuminated manuscripts, the Arts and Crafts Movement, 

signwriting, street art, psychedelia, and script typography. Importantly, work produced 

under the banner of lettering is not exclusively handwritten: it can be digitally drawn,  

three-dimensional, or a combination of these (Gregory 2012). 

The contemporary landscape of lettering is wide, varied, and growing. Prominent design 

writers Gail Anderson and Steven Heller (2010) suggest that the revival of lettering is due 

to a rejection of the growing standardisation of contemporary design tools, template-based 

design, and the overwhelming abundance of typefaces now on offer. Jan Middendorp 

and Liz Farrelly agree with their assessments that eclecticism in visual design is rapidly 

growing in popularity (Farrelly 2010; Middendorp 2010). Farrelly also suggests that the 

revival should not be looked on as a ‘fashionable trend’ and is more likely an ‘evolutionary 

reinvention’ of the written word. She notes the increased desire for diversity and uniqueness 

in aesthetics, media, and methods is resulting in visual designers re-examining analogue 

techniques and equipment (such as screen and letterpress printing presses) even though 

digital tools and templated options are much faster, easier, and economically viable 

(Farrelly 2010).

Others equate lettering as part of the much larger movement of craft-based activism, or 

‘craftivism’ (Levine and Heimerl 2008). Incorporating a revival of craft-based design, 

craftivism practitioners argue that the use of bespoke and craft is a political statement 

celebrating care, kindness, personality, and authenticity, which rejects the existing 

conditions of mass production and consumerist society (Garber 2013; Greer 2015;  

Lothian 2018). Within that context, the utilisation of lettering in my creative practice 

becomes more than an aesthetic one: it is also political. 

Formulating a working research question

The use of photographic representation of bodies in awareness and intervention campaigns 

is inherently complex. As explored earlier, many scholars assert that photographs have 

played a significant role in commodifying, normalising, and reinforcing restrictive body 

shape ideals, while others note photographs are not objective and every viewer will have a 
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subjective reading based on their background. This infers that those who have developed 

or are developing an unhealthy body image perception may negatively compare their own 

bodies to these images. While these campaigns intend to promote body image diversity, in 

reality, the use of photographic representations of bodies could be working against this goal.

Love Your Body used a different approach to other campaigns in this area. In this case, 

the visual design approach did not incorporate photographic imagery, using lettering and 

abstract forms as the primary visual elements instead. I was inspired by the application 

of lettering in the Love Your Body campaign for two reasons. Firstly, it achieved visually 

appealing outcomes that metaphorically communicated diverse body shapes through 

assorted, less-than-perfect shapes and lettering applications. Secondly, it shifted the 

outcome into a more politically overt direction by incorporating a craft-based technique and 

eschewing the expected photographic approach. 

After investigating a range of campaigns in this area, I considered the approach demonstrated 

in Love Your Body to be an ideal benchmark to use as a starting point for my creative studio 

research. This led to the following research direction emerging: to investigate the use of 

lettering as a visual design strategy to communicate diverse body shapes.

Lettering as a visual design strategy

The idea of using lettering as a way to communicate body shape diversity inspired initial 

studio experiments, culminating in an outcome exhibited at Design in Flux, part of the 

DesignPhiladelphia conference in late 2014 (Hall, Kalantidou, and Schultz 2014). Respect 

Every Body consisted of three large-format digital prints each displaying one of the words 

‘Respect’, ‘Every’, and ‘Body’ (figure 9). The text was appropriated from an Australian 

Federal Government body image awareness and intervention campaign of the same name as 

it was deemed a clever and appropriate turn of phrase.

The intended aim of this outcome was to re-imagine the existing campaign using lettering 

as the main visual element to test if it could be an appropriate metaphor to demonstrate 

body shape diversity. 

My goal at this early stage of the investigation was to apply a variety of approaches inspired 

by the aesthetic approaches of popular lettering practitioners to discover what might emerge. 

The letterforms in this outcome were directly influenced by the contemporary decorative 
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letterforms of Martina Flor (Clarke 2018), Jessica Hische (Sagar 2017), and Gemma O’Brien 

(Paul 2016); the bulky geometric letterforms of Dave Towers (Molotow 2017);  

the illustrative letterforms of Chris Piascik (Fowkes 2014); and the faux-dimensional 

lettering style of the street artist Ben ‘EINE’ Eine (Schacter 2013). 

Figure 9 David Sargent Respect Every Body 2014 digital print, 215 x 240cm



39

REFLECTIONS AND EMERGING THEMES FROM PHASE 1

While I did not judge the outcome as groundbreaking in form,22 a significant incident 

occurred in production when two different versions of the ‘B’ in ‘Body’ were accidently 

super-imposed. When discovered, the overlapping letterform was removed. On reflection,  

I found my initial impulse to correct the ‘error’ became far more interesting than the  

artefact itself.

This impulse revealed that years of creative training and practice working toward visual 

‘perfection’, harmony, and resolution had instilled in me an involuntary self-monitoring 

practice to resist ‘mistakes’. It also revealed that the processes I was incorporating in this 

phase were acting to force the appearance of uniqueness. Rather than generating truly unique 

forms, the process being undertaken involved careful manipulation of elements to signify 

‘imperfect’ letterforms. 

The ‘mistake’ revealed that future creative studio outcomes needed to be more sympathetic in 

the process undertaken to generate authentic imperfection in letterforms. The idea of seeking 

out, making, and embracing mistakes to generate diverse and unique letterforms became a 

significant influence over all subsequent studio outcomes.

Another realisation at this point was that even without a client-supplied brief, my many years 

of working within the designer-as-service-provider framework meant that I automatically 

tried to generate a publishable ‘deliverable’, as if I was working for an invisible client. 

Two themes emerged from my theoretical synthesis, creative studio investigations, and 

reflection in Phase 1: a decision to focus on lettering as a visual design strategy, and the 

discovery of embedded client-pleasing tendencies within my practice. 

Despite my misgivings, the studio outcomes in Phase 1 resonated with peers and reviewers, 

who recognised and appreciated the connection between letterforms and body shapes 

(Schwartz 2014). This in turn suggested more contextual reading was required in Phase 2 

regarding the embedded ideals within roman letterforms and the various principles applied  

to their form and application.

22 I was not particularly satisfied with the outcome, which I felt was far too derivative and unadventurous. However, 

the discoveries emerging through reflection on this outcome makes it an important inclusion in this exegesis.
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PHASE 2: PUSHING THE LIMITS OF LETTERFORMS

SHIFTING TO MORE EXPERIMENTAL STUDIO OUTCOMES

Respect Every Body

Respect Every Body was a national awareness and intervention campaign to promote positive 

body image. It was launched in conjunction with several reports, publications, and a proposed 

code of conduct (National Advisory Group on Body Image 2010) in 2010.23 The campaign 

featured posters and other collateral aimed at school students, student leaders, graduating 

students, carers, and parents (figure 10). A website was developed featuring contributions from 

leading body image and eating disorder experts and links to related organisations. Visually, the 

outcomes avoided the use of photographic representation; however, the visual alternatives were 

institutional and unadventurous in their appearance, as will be discussed below.

23 The content of the campaign and reports produced by the advisory group received criticism after its launch, 

particularly the push for a voluntary rather than mandatory code of conduct (McPhee 2011). There has been 

little progress on this front since this initiative was launched. The Minister for Youth role was abolished after 

the election of the Liberal–National Coalition Government in 2013 with the Office for Youth moving into the 

Department of Education and Training. The youth.gov.au website which hosted this campaign, strategy documents, 

code of conduct, and associated resources was removed from the internet in 2015. Some of these documents can 

only be found in online repositories and archives. 

Create a body image friendly school 
Reflect. Discuss. Act.

For school Conversation Starters, go to:
www.youth.gov.au/bodyimage

BODY
IMAGE

Did you know that:

• in national surveys of young people, body image is consistently 
ranked as a top concern for young people under the age of 25?

• a positive body image can help a young person develop a stronger sense 
of health and wellbeing?

• the issue of body image is relevant to both young women and young men?

• support from peers and friends can help prevent the development 
of body image problems?

About this resource
The questions above are designed to make you think about the importance of positive body 
image to young people and related issues of health and wellbeing. This resource can help you to 
reflect on how to create a body image friendly school environment which is friendly to all students 
– regardless of such things as body shape, ethnicity and other physical features.

A positive body image relates to positive thoughts and feelings that a person has about his or 
her body. Positive body image contributes to high self-esteem. However, if a person is dissatisfied 
with his or her body, this may contribute to low self-esteem, depression and disordered eating 
(including eating disorders).

This resource is designed for parents and carers, including members of school council and 
health and wellbeing committees; parents and carers involved in curricular and extra-curricular 
activities; and community members who act as role models for students, or who operate local 
leisure facilities and activities.

The aim of the resource is to provide conversation starters which are designed to:

• raise awareness of the importance of positive body image

• prompt reflection, discussion, and practical action around how to develop a body image 
friendly school

• establish a common language which supports a body image friendly school environment.

It is hoped that this reflection, discussion and action will provide impetus for the school to reflect 
on its ethos and environment, review the curriculum and existing health and wellbeing policies, 
and to take action where necessary.  

The conversation starters included here complement the poster, RESPECT EVERY BODY, 
which has been distributed to all Australian schools and is also available at www.youth.gov.au/
bodyimage. They draw on the ‘Checklist for Body Image Friendly Schools’ developed by the former 
National Advisory Group on Body Image (2009, pp 42–43). They integrate with the conversation 
starters developed for ‘School Leaders and Teachers’ and ‘Student Leaders’  
(available at www.youth.gov.au/bodyimage).

CONVERSATION STARTERS FOR 
Parents/carers and communities

BODY
IMAGE

VOLUNTARY 
INDUSTRY CODE 
OF CONDUCT ON 

A10-0361

Figure 10 A selection of visual material released in 2010 by the Australian Government (left to right): The Respect 

Every Body poster aimed at school children; a related fact sheet aimed at parents and carers; and the cover for the 

Voluntary Industry Code of Conduct on Body Image.
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This campaign deployed a body-less t-shirt, grunge-inspired typography, multicoloured 

swirls and shapes, anthropomorphic butterflies, and silhouetted body illustrations as the 

primary visual devices. This visual approach is defensible when applied to the more 

formal documents which must prioritise clear communication of textual information; 

however, it is incongruous with the adolescent-directed components of the campaign.

The design team involved has seemingly struggled with their brief, as they have fallen 

back on a strategy of incorporating a broad mix of visuals in an attempt to connect with 

the target audience. The inclusion of a body-less t-shirt only serves to highlight the 

absence of a body. Combined with the ‘mixed bag’ visual approach, this choice indicates 

no clear conceptual intention. The overall outcome is visually conservative and a typical 

designer-as-service-provider ‘solution’ to a given design ‘problem’.

Embracing mistakes and forgetting about solutions

Phase 1 indicated that embedded behaviours in my creative process would have to be 

‘unlearnt’ to generate authentically diverse letterforms. This discovery is not unique, with 

design writers such as Nigel Cross attributing narrowed thinking to an overall push since 

the 1960s for practitioners and researchers to privilege objectivity, rationality, and to 

‘scientise’ design (Cross 2007). Cross asserts that more trust should be placed in design 

practitioners to think and act in ‘designerly’ ways—that is, to approach issues through 

creative iteration, intuition, and reflection, in ways that only designers can. 

In contemporary design research, other practice-led investigators have revealed that 

‘risk-taking’, ‘unlearning’, ‘valuable set-backs’, and ‘happy accidents’ have proven 

to be successful strategies when generating innovation in their practices (Marr and 

Hoyes 2016).

Schön stresses that messiness and complexity demand a process of “trial and error, 

intuition, and muddling through” (1991, 43). His suggestion is to engage in ‘exploratory 

experimentation’—investigating with the aim of only discovering what happens next 

and forgoing any sense of a ‘solution’. In his methodology, success is achieved when 

experimentation leads “to the discovery of something else” (Schön 1991, 145). 
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Practitioners in a variety of fields have used similar tactics to inspire creativity including 

music producer Brian Eno and his Oblique Strategy deck of cards. During the infamous 

recording sessions for David Bowie’s ‘Berlin Trilogy’ albums,24 Eno would randomly 

draw cards with unexpected instructions like ‘change instruments’ and ‘start at the end’ 

to disrupt normality and promote innovation (Visconti 1998). Writer Tim Harford links 

this to ‘simulated annealing’ algorithms, which combine gradual improvements combined 

with random moves to solve complex problems (2016).

Structuralism and the changing representations of letterforms

The world of typography and lettering has strong parallels with that of the human 

body. The obvious evidence of this is in the shared terminology used—components of 

letterforms are referred to as an ‘anatomy’, complete with other anamorphic terms such 

as ‘body’, ‘legs’, ‘arms’, ‘ears’, and so on (Lupton 2010). Less obvious are the structured, 

conservative, and entrenched ideals on what makes a letterform ‘beautiful’, or ‘ugly’. 

As with body shape ideals, the standards of ‘beautiful’ and ‘ugly’ in typography are not 

static; they have shifted across time and cultures. A classic case study is the changing 

interpretation of Didone25 letterforms. They are categorised by their geometric shapes, 

with dramatic stroke contrast and hairline-thin serifs. Today, they are synonymous 

with sophistication, high fashion, and femininity (Tselentis et al. 2012) and “shorthand 

for luxury, refinement, and a certain prissy / posh attitude” (Miller 1990, 16). More 

recently, type designer Peter Bil’ak explored the contrast of ‘beautiful’ and ‘ugly’ type 

forms (Bil’ak 2013). His selection of the most beautiful typeface available was Bodoni 

(shown in figure 11), with the ‘ugliest’ being the reverse-contrast26 Italian (figure 12). 

Interestingly, in recent years, reverse-contrast typefaces have seen a revival, and are now 

listed as being ‘on trend’ with several new designs now available (Hyndman 2018).

24 These are arguably three of the greatest albums of all time.

25 A typeface classification also known as Neo-classical, or Modern. Didone is an amalgamation of the 

typefaces Bodoni (by Giambattista Bodoni, Italy) and Didot (by Firmin Didot, France).

26 The contrast of most typefaces follows the arrangement of thicker vertical strokes with thinner horizontal 

strokes. 
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Figure 11 Giambattista Bodoni Manuale Tipografico 1818

Figure 12 George Bruce Italian 1828
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Didone letterforms have not always had this association with fashion and feminine beauty and 

were described in eighteenth-century Europe as exceptionally ‘gentlemanly’ in appearance 

(Reed 1920). In a conscious attempt to move away from past ideals, Didone letterforms 

preference rational grids and geometric shapes rather than reproductions of hand-drawn brush 

strokes (Kinross 2004). With the creation of Didone type, letterforms became a collection of 

elements assembled to represent letterforms, thus heralding the introduction of structuralism 

in typography (Lupton and Miller 1999b). Now detached from their organic hand-drawn 

origins, letterforms could now be (and were) wildly unique and distinctive. 

The first Didone letterforms proved popular due to their dramatic aesthetic difference from 

other letterforms, which encouraged other typographers to experiment with proportion and 

novelty. They remained popular until the influence of the Arts and Crafts Movement, which 

cast off these kinds of letterforms to be ‘untrue to the material’ and deeply unfashionable 

(Brechbuhl 2001). This perception changed again with the rise of modernism in the 

twentieth century, where Didone forms were valued for their strict, streamlined, and 

geometric aesthetic (Schmoller 1953). 

Figure 13 Didone typefaces featuring in Vogue and Harper’s Bazaar magazine covers from the 1950s.
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The canonisation of Didone letterforms within the fashion and beauty world began with 

their use in 1950s high fashion magazines such as Vogue and Harper’s Bazaar (figure 13). 

While these typefaces were selected because their thin structure allowed photography to be 

visually prominent, their association to the high fashion photographic images underneath 

became inseparable (Ettenberg 1953, Miller 1990). 

Deconstruction of letterforms and experimental typography

The introduction of accessible software in the mid 1980s shifted typeface design from 

an exclusive and specialised profession into a more democratic arena. Coupled with this, 

designers were experimenting with ideas by poststructuralist theorists which fuelled an 

unprecedented era of creativity and exploration (Staples 2000; Kinross 2004). Industry-wide 

debates on legibility and visual style followed—especially in the USA—directly influencing 

contemporary typography and lettering. 

Heller (1993) was a vocal critic of this experimentation with his essay “Cult of the Ugly” 

specifically criticising the work of postgraduate students from the Cranbrook Academy of Art, 

Michigan. To Heller, the curriculum at Cranbrook had abandoned all past typographic logic 

and conventions to assemble “found letters layered on top of random patterns and shapes” 

(Heller 1993, 52). Under the guidance of design department chair Katherine McCoy, the 

students at Cranbrook were interpreting theories on deconstruction27 to inform their approach 

to typographic layout, resulting in radically different arrangements from anywhere else 

emerging from the school between 1985 and 1995 (Heller 2004b; Kinross 2004). 

Deconstruction theory had previously influenced thinking in architecture (Vidler 2003) and 

furniture design (Malossi 1993), with a dramatic impact on these disciplines. Design critic 

Johanna Drucker notes that at this time “a dialogue developed in which architecture and 

graphic design were mutually influenced” (Drucker and McVarish 2009, 303). Cranbrook 

design students were applying this approach by ignoring all previous structuralist approaches 

to typography; questioning the meaning behind words; considering how type acts as a 

communication vehicle; and, exploring new ways to express meaning and alternative 

meanings through letterforms (Lupton and Miller 1999a). 

27 Deconstruction, as established by Jacques Derrida, is a poststructuralist critique on the unstable relationship of 

text and intended meaning. Derrida proposed that when examined and decoded, text has no inherent meaning. 



46

Figure 14 (left) Ed Fella Commercial Art Alphabet: Not a Font 2005 

Figure 15 (right) Neville Brody State from FUSE #1 1991

Leading the charge in this new mode of inquiry were Cranbrook graduates such as Ed 

Fella, whose work (figure 14 shows an example) has been described as “completely 

unprofessional in appearance and riddled with graphic design solecisms and errors. It looks 

bungled, amateurish, incompetent, ugly” (Poynor 1998a, 73). Post-Cranbrook, Fella’s work 

sat in stark contrast to the dominant computer-aided aesthetic of the 1990s, focussing on 

expressive hand-drawn arrangements inspired by naïve vernacular lettering (Stuart 2004).

These subversions of existing typographic rules were also a prominent preoccupation of 

designers and typographers outside of Cranbrook, including the contributors of FUSE, 

detailed earlier. FUSE introduced typefaces such as Brody’s State (figure 15), which explored 

the idea of “readability [being] a conditioned state” (Brody and Wozencroft 2012, 28) by 

relocating the negative shapes within its letterforms. Renowned typeface designer Tobias 

Frere-Jones contributed Microphone to the project, where he replaced individual letters with 

entire phrases he had overheard while he was walking through the streets of Boston.

Image Removed
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Emigre magazine also played a key role in the debates over legibility and style, with 

the publication of numerous articles concerning these topics. Reflecting on criticism of 

her typeface designs, Licko noted that “you read best what you read most” (Licko in 

VanderLans 2009, 92). She suggested that over time typefaces become familiar and easier 

to read meaning any criticism on her work in this way was invalid. Her collaborator 

VanderLans noted that “when people talk about legibility, they’re talking about ultimate 

legibility…but not everyone is designing highway signage systems” (VanderLans in 

Thrift 2005, 14).

Figure 16 Katherine McCoy, P. Scott Makela, and Mary Lou Kroh Cranbook Design: The New Discourse (detail) 1991

Other designers were not necessarily influenced by the theory of deconstruction, viewing 

it only as an aesthetic style and attitude towards visual design. Prominent designers such 

as David Carson were experimenting with legibility and the application of letterforms 

through Beach Culture and Raygun, magazines he art-directed in the late 1980s and early 

Image Removed
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1990s (Ayiter et al. 2013; Blackwell and Carson 2000). While the visual nature of these 

publications was often compared to the output of designers concerned with deconstruction, 

this link was dismissed by Carson, who was more interested in using the expressive 

properties of typography to communicate ideas. A famous layout approach included in the 

publication Cranbrook Design: The New Discourse (figure 16) ran text across columns, 

ignoring the gutter in between to “make the reader conscious of the syntax or grammar of 

book design” (McCoy in VanderLans 2009, 108). In one issue of Beach Culture, Carson 

replicated this same technique—however, rather than seeing it as a way to dislocate 

meaning from the text, he noted he “just did it to have fun” with the layout (Carson in 

Heller 2004a, 142).

Figure 17 Barry Spencer Twiggy 2016

More recently, experimentation with letterforms and meaning has been pushed even further, 

with designers such as Barry Spencer attempting to create ‘speculative’ typefaces that 

explicitly remove expected connections to letterforms (Spencer 2017). The results of these 

experiments significantly challenge the idea of letterforms needing to be ‘legible’ to be 

considered as letterforms.
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DEVELOPMENT OF NEW STUDIO METHODS

With the focus on rewriting the structuralist traditions of letterform design, practitioners 

who identified with or were influenced by the deconstruction mode of inquiry and methods 

of experimentation embraced risk-taking, happy accidents, and ‘ugly’ outcomes. These 

references were the starting point for my continued studio practice in this project. As with 

Phase 1, the goal of these studio outcomes was to express body shape diversity through the 

drawing and collation of diverse letterform shapes.

Figure 18 My first experiment with purposely superimposed letterforms, 2015
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Initial studio processes during this phase included the creation of a vast number of 

letterforms with varying proportions, textures, and media. Repetitive actions—drawing the 

same letterform over and over—were found to be useful. While other practitioners resist 

repetitive actions and consciously try to avoid differentiation in their visual outcomes 

(Townsley 2010), I used aimlessness, fatigue, and loss of focus to overcome my embedded 

impulses to strive for perfection. A large range of letterforms were drawn, then compiled, 

digitised, collated, curated, coloured, and finally, superimposed (figure 18). 

The step of curating—selecting which letterforms to include in the final outcome—

became an important step that had to be refined. The process of curation caused me to 

again reflect on my previous investigations into photographic representations of body 

shapes. I found myself effectively making my own personal judgement on letterforms 

being ‘too thin’, or ‘too bulky’, ‘too weird’, ‘too perfect’, ‘too illegible’, ‘too normal’, 

‘too smooth’, ‘too balanced’, ‘too rough’, and so on. To avoid this censorship, I fine-tuned 

my process of curation by generating hundreds of options and randomly selecting only a 

few of them to be used.

This method of creation drew inspiration from Schön’s ‘exploratory experimentation’ 

and was undertaken as a counterpoint to the approach in Phase 1—rather than a result of 

working towards creating a specific ‘deliverable’, the final letterforms built themselves 

organically, often exploiting the accidental.  

The most successful outcomes from this initial stage were collated into a series titled 

Sketches from happiness not perfection (figure 19), selected for inclusion in the 

Typographic Explorations exhibition in 2016 (Minnesota State University n.d.). The 

prints were concerned with pushing the limits of letterforms while still maintaining their 

communicative nature.

As with the outcomes of typographic design influenced by the theory (or aesthetic style) of 

deconstruction, legibility was an issue identified in some of the experimental letterforms 

created. This was particularly evident when the letterforms were utilised to create more 

complex visual outcomes—for example, being combined to form words as (figure 20).
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Figure 19 David Sargent Sketches from happiness not perfection 2015 digital prints

Figure 20 My early experiments in using superimposed letterforms to generate words, 2015
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Experimenting with temporal letterforms

To address these legibility issues, I investigated techniques around ‘fluid typography’—using 

animated letterforms that “evolve, change” and “assume new identities” over time (Brownie 

2007, 9). Advocates of fluid typography note that by continuously changing form, letters can 

be read as they phase in and out of legible states (Stake 2015).

Figure 21 David Sargent happiness not perfection (screen stills) 2015 animation, 0:59 loop. Video: youtu.be/BQKzrv3U_m0

My studio experiments incorporating a fluid typography approach resulted in a looped 

animation (figure 21) which was submitted and selected for the exhibition Exchange as part 

of the 2015 DesignPhiladelphia festival (Hall and Lehman-Schultz 2015). happiness not 

perfection incorporates over six hundred individual letterforms that continuously change, 

overlap, and blend across time. I composed the phrase ‘happiness not perfection’ after 

reading literature around body shape perfection promoted as (but ultimately not being) a 

path to happiness (Napoli, Murgolo-Poore, and Boudville 2003). The letterforms in this work 

range from illegible, almost speculative, shapes to more conventionally drawn letterforms. 

The animation between states of each letterform ranges from sharp, rapid shifts to more 

relaxed, nuanced changes. Within the context of the exhibition, the animation took the form 

of a projection within the gallery space. 

https://youtu.be/BQKzrv3U_m0
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Figure 22 David Sargent Kromatttic 2015, a chromatic style typeface with no fixed display combination.

Continued exploration with this method 

I received positive peer feedback on happiness not perfection, which led me to explore this 

direction further, resulting in the creation of an uppercase chromatic28 typeface design (figure 

22). While most chromatic typefaces systematically aim to align letterforms to craft perfectly 

polished combinations, Kromatttic was created through random overlays, generating complex, 

messy, and diverse letterforms. Due to the letterforms being constructed from multiple 

components Kromatttic can shift anywhere between being incredibly elaborate, to quirky and 

understated. The number of combinations is almost infinite.  

28 Chromatic typefaces are multilayered typefaces originally designed for use in multi-coloured woodblock printing. 

These typefaces have seen some revival in recent years through font foundries such as Novo Typo (Rouleau 2018). 
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Figure 23 David Sargent Five A’s Three Ways 2017 letterpress, 270 x 210mm each

Figure 24 David Sargent Five A’s Three Ways (detail) 2017 letterpress
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Figure 25 Continued experimentation using letterpress to produce superimposed letterforms, 2017

I continued to generate outcomes using this studio method until the conclusion of the 

research project. Another outcome involved creating laser cut-acrylic blocks to be 

letterpress printed. Five A’s Three Ways (figure 23) was selected to be part of the exhibition 

Collaborative Endeavors in 2017 (Minnesota State University n.d.). The analogue 

production process in this case removed the temptation of digital editing. 

Other experimental letterform outcomes (a selection shown in figure 26) were submitted 

to the annual 36 Days of Type online showcase (Goicoechea and Sans n.d.) and scale was 

explored through a painted mural (figure 27). Positive peer feedback on this work was 

also received, with multiple works re-shared on social media and documented on popular 

typography-focussed blog sites such as TypographHer (Phillips 2018).
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Figure 26 Selected submissions to the 36 Days of Type online showcase, 2015–2018
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Figure 27 David Sargent Don’t Bend Stay Strange 2016 mural
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REFLECTIONS AND EMERGING THEMES FROM PHASE 2

Within the service-provider framework, content—in particular, copy or text—is something 

that is typically pre-written and arrives along with a corresponding design brief. happiness 

not perfection signalled the first instance of creating content based on my research in the 

body image field. This suggested that more in-depth reading into body image awareness and 

intervention was still required to generate content for future studio outcomes. 

At the outset of this project, I had not considered animation as a potential avenue of 

investigation; however, the process of abandoning traditional structures of letterforms, 

encountering issues with comprehension, and then seeking out ways to re-introduce 

legibility led me to that point. This marked a significant moment in my overall investigation, 

as I am not aware of other body image awareness and intervention campaigns that have 

used animated projection. Projected imagery and motion became fundamental techniques in 

subsequent studio outcomes.

When compared to Phase 1, the studio outcomes in Phase 2 dramatically shifted into far 

more diverse and adventurous typographic explorations. This work generated positive 

reactions, including encouraging comments on social media. Several of these outcomes 

were included in international design exhibitions indicating they had also resonated with 

organisers, jurors, and curators.

While this peer recognition and feedback was all positive, I noted that comments were 

mostly focused on my experimentation of typographic form rather than the subject of 

body shape diversity (which was my aim). It became apparent to me that the concept 

of communicating diverse body shapes was not obvious unless outlined explicitly in 

a caption or exhibition catalogue. The outcomes had dramatically shifted the studio 

investigation into far more diverse and adventurous territory, but needed to move in a 

more communicative direction to ensure that viewers understood the intended message.

I also successfully subverted any inherent bias from past designer-as-service-provider 

thinking through the development of new studio methods. Additional themes emerging 

from this phase included the uncovering of parallels between body shape and letterform 

ideals, with both revealed to be controlled by invisible cultural standards. Along with the 

more obvious comparison of diverse body shapes and letterform shapes, this conceptual link 

strengthened the case that lettering was an appropriate strategy to pursue. 
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PHASE 3: GENERATING RESEARCH-INFORMED KEY MESSAGES  

EFFECTIVE STRATEGIES IN BODY IMAGE AWARENESS AND  

INTERVENTION CAMPAIGNS

My decision to undertake the project using the designer-as-producer framework meant that 

I needed to consider the sourcing of content myself. This drove me to develop a deeper 

understanding of body image awareness and intervention campaigns, uncovering what was 

proving effective in these campaigns, and if there were themes and content that could be 

adapted for my purposes. 

The studio work in this phase aimed to discover if the letterforms produced in Phase 2 

could demonstrate diversity in their form, but also communicate legibly. Legibility was 

achieved using temporal letterforms in Phase 2; however, to balance legibility in static 

images, new approaches would need to be developed. 

Successful messages used in body image awareness and intervention campaigns

While there is no ‘magic bullet’ available to prevent people from developing a negative 

view of their body (Pratt and Woolfenden 2002), body image awareness and intervention 

campaigns have been found to have a positive impact (Irving 2001). Identified in these 

campaigns has been the successful strategy of promoting messages about acceptance of 

diverse body shapes (O’Dea and Abraham 2000; Littleton and Ollendick 2003; O’Dea 

2007). Campaigns using these messages aim to develop positive body image perceptions: 

an essential ‘protective’ factor against developing a negative body image. People who 

display traits of having a positive body image are aware of existing body shape ideals, 

understand the underlying cultural influences behind them, and have realistic views 

towards them. They recognise their own bodies are not ‘perfect’ and can be self-

compassionate. They acknowledge that looking like ‘themselves’ is more important 

than aspiring to look like the ideals they are exposed to (Holmqvist and Frisén 2012; 

Halliwell 2015; Piran 2015).



60

KEY MESSAGING: DEVELOPING POSITIVE BODY IMAGE

To this end, researchers have investigated various concepts, strategies, and statements to 

discover what best promotes positive body image development. A study that examined 

Australian adolescent girls’ responses to key statements found that some of these statements 

resonated and promoted critical thought more so than others (Durkin, Paxton, and Wertheim 

2005). This is corroborated by a NEDC report (2012) focussing on best practice strategies 

for communication around eating disorders and body image issues. These statements have 

also been used in the development of the successful Happy Being Me program aimed at 

developing positive body image in secondary school students (Bird et al. 2013).

The following statements produced strong overall responses:

• Images of people in the media are not real

• Ideal body shapes change over time and cultures

• Don’t fall into the trap of comparing yourself to others

• Appearance does not equal how valuable you are

I created a range of graphic outcomes using these statements as a starting point. In keeping 

with the ethos of privileging experimentation over deliverable outcomes, the outcomes were 

produced without much consideration to how they might be applied at this stage.
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Figure 28 David Sargent The Images You Compare Yourself to Are Not Real 2016
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Figure 29 David Sargent The Images You Compare Yourself to Are Not Real 2016
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Figure 30 David Sargent Images That You Compare Yourself to Are Not Real 2017
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Figure 31 David Sargent ‘Ideal’ Body Shapes Change Over Time 2016
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Figure 32 David Sargent Don’t Fall For the Comparison Trap 2016
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Figure 33 David Sargent Appearance Does Not Equal Value 2016
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Figure 34 David Sargent Appearance Does Not Equal Value 2017
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The statements in figures 28–30 aim to generate an awareness that images people see are 

often carefully constructed and curated, and should not be viewed as, or compared to, 

reality. In regard to images seen in mass media, obscured processes that happen behind 

the scenes include teams of professionals specialising in make-up, costuming, digital 

retouching, and the use of complex lighting set-ups, high-grade camera angles and lenses, 

not to mention the use of professional models (Smith 2008). The original statement ‘images 

of people in the media are not real’ is modified in this case to reflect the rapidly changing 

nature of consumer-grade digital technology, with images on social media now being 

routinely and extensively staged, curated, and edited (Chae 2017; Harrison and Hefner 

2014; Frohlich and Sarvas 2011).

Body shape ideals are a social construct and should only be interpreted as what is a 

fashionable body shape right now within our specific culture. The statement used in figure 

31 aims to generate awareness that these ideals change over time (Strahan et al. 2006; 

Sypeck, Gray, and Ahrens 2003), and there is nothing particularly special about being thin 

or muscular in appearance. In this work, the original statement has been modified slightly to 

incorporate quotation marks around the word ‘ideal’ to emphasise the undefinable definition 

of what exactly an ideal body is (Bordo 1993).

The statement ‘Don’t Fall For the Comparison Trap’ (figure 32) aims to warn adolescents of 

the destructive nature of body comparison, as it often results in even more negative self-

evaluations and the development of a negative body image (Cash and Szymanski 1995). 

The graphic text is slightly reworded from the NEDC exemplar to make the statement 

shorter and to incorporate the phrase ‘comparison trap’ often used in body image literature. 

‘Appearance Does Not Equal Value’ (figures 33 and 34) aims to emphasise that self-value 

should not be determined solely on physical appearance; rather, people should have a more 

holistic approach to self-evaluation. This statement reminds viewers that when thinking 

of “people that we love to be around, and those we admire, it is often the unique things 

about them that we love and admire, not usually the way they look” (Durkin, Paxton, and 

Wertheim 2005, 383). 
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KEY MESSAGING: DEVELOPMENT OF CRITICAL MEDIA LITERACY SKILLS

Building from the above literature that encourages positive body image attitudes, other 

researchers suggest that these messages are more effective when combined with the 

promotion of critical media literacy (Berman and White 2013). With the persuasiveness and 

influence of social media now circulating information of unknown quality and reliability, 

researchers recognise that developing critical media literacy skills is an increasingly 

important way to reduce any potentially harmful effects from media messages (Jeong, Cho, 

and Hwang 2012). Initial evidence suggests the ability to make critical assessments about 

media images may also prove to be another ‘protective’ factor against developing negative 

body image (McLean, Paxton, and Wertheim 2016).

Media literacy researchers (Thoman and Jolls 2004; Meehan et al. 2015) support the 

Centre for Media Literacy (2003), which outline five core concepts to consider when 

evaluating media: 

• Authorship: all media messages are constructed

• Format: Media messages are constructed using a creative language with its own rules

• Audience: Different people experience the same media message differently

• Content: Media have embedded values and points of view

• Purpose: Most media are organised to gain profit and/or power

The Centre also suggests the following questions should be asked to critically deconstruct 

the messages people are reading/seeing:

• Who created this message?

• What creative techniques are being used to attract my attention?

• How might different people understand this message differently?

• What values, lifestyles and points of view are represented in or omitted from this 

message?

• Why is this message being sent?

These statements were used as the basis for an additional range of graphic outcomes. 
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Figure 35 David Sargent Who Benefits From You Feeling Bad About Yourself? 2016
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Figure 36 David Sargent Who Profits From Your Insecurities? 2017
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The questions ‘Who Benefits From You Feeling Bad About Yourself?’, and ‘Who Profits 

From Your Insecurities?’ (figures 35 and 36) were written to encapsulate several concepts 

outlined by the Centre for Media Literacy (authorship, format, and purpose) and also 

key statements used in body image intervention campaigns, ‘Don’t Fall into the Trap of 

Comparing Yourself to Others’, and ‘Images of People in the Media Are Not Real’. These 

questions were designed to encourage viewers to consider an image from the perspective of 

it being constructed for a specific purpose by people with an agenda. 

Figure 37 Caroline Caldwell in a society that profits from your self doubt, liking yourself is a rebellious act 2015

The phrasing in this augmentation was also inspired by the work of Caroline Caldwell29 

and her viral artwork in a society that profits from your self doubt, liking yourself is a 

rebellious act (figure 37), as well as artist and design critic Johanna Drucker’s question 

of designers when evaluating their work: “in whose interest and to what ends?” (Drucker 

in Poynor 2009). 

29 More information on Caroline Caldwell and her work can be found later in this exegesis.
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Figure 38 David Sargent What Techniques Are Being Used to Attract Your Attention? 2017

The related question ‘What Techniques Are Being Used to Attract Your Attention?’ 

(figure 38) asks the viewer to consider the intention and direction of images they might 

see. This question has been written to emphasise that all media messages are constructed 

using techniques that might be designed to manipulate viewers and/or obscure the true 

intention of the message.
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Figure 39 David Sargent Respect Every Body 2016
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Figure 40 David Sargent No Bodies Perfekt 2016
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Figure 41 David Sargent No Bodies Perfekt 2017
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Figure 42 David Sargent Challenge Perfektion 2017

The previously used phrase ‘Respect Every Body’ continued to be used during this phase, 

along with additional statements: ‘No Bodies Perfekt’, ‘Happiness Not Perfektion’, and 

‘Challenge Perfektion’ (figures 39–42). For effect, the new statements played with the 

spelling of ‘perfection’30, influenced by the pun of ‘nobody’s / no bodies’, and David 

Carson’s ongoing practice of misspelling book titles (Blackwell and Carson 2000; Carson  

et al. 2003).

30 Co-incidentally, James Victore started to use a variation of perfection—‘perfuction’—at a similar time in his 

work. While his work has had an influence on my research project, these ideas were generated independently.
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REFLECTIONS AND EMERGING THEMES FROM PHASE 3

This phase was a particularly prolific period due to the introduction of research-informed 

textual content providing new material to work with. Building on previous issues with 

legibility, the outcomes in Phase 3 focussed on using a combination of different letterform 

styles rather than superimposing them, and, reducing the number of superimposed 

letterforms when the superimposing approach was taken.

The communicative nature of these new graphic images was also encouraging. They were 

operating on three levels: 

• Visually demonstrating body image diversity via the metaphor of diverse letterforms;

• Communicating research-supported textual statements on body image and media 

literacy; and

• Shifting these statements into the foreground, amplifying their messages, and moving 

the project into a more overtly political stance.

I incorporated research-supported textual content in this phase which grounded the studio 

investigation after a long period of letterform experimentation. After this intense period of 

content generation, the issue of having no focused deliverable or goal came to the fore. As 

I was working in a designer-as-producer framework with no client-provided deliverable or 

firm objective to head towards, these images existed within a vacuum.  

This phase produced graphic images that could theoretically be used in body image 

awareness and intervention campaigns. The next phase of investigation would have to  

focus on how these images could be disseminated in a meaningful way.
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PHASE 4: DISEMMINATION OF OUTCOMES

LETTERING AS DESIGN ACTIVISM

Over the years of this research project, I found myself becoming progressively more aware 

and angered by the persuasive messages and tactics deployed by the marketing industry. As 

such, I made a conscious decision to steer the studio outcomes towards a more ‘disruptive 

aesthetic practice’ as described by Markussen earlier in this exegesis. 

As discussed earlier, all design acts directionally and politically in some way (Fry 2011), 

with bespoke hand-lettering being a form of oppositional activism through the celebration 

of care and rejection standardised typographic treatments (Garber 2013; Levine and 

Heimerl 2008). My aim in this phase was to begin to use the creatives outcomes I had 

generated as tools of dissent.

Figure 43 (left) James Victore The things that make you weird… 2013 

Figure 44 (right) Jonathan Barnbrook Designers… stay away from corporations that want you to lie for them 2010

James Victore uses hand-lettering as a prominent visual element in his work. Victore prefers 

hurried but distinctively energetic and vibrant letterforms (figure 43), mostly using black 

ink scrawled over an appropriated image or one of his illustrations (Heller 1998; Bierut 

2010). Victore combines self-authored and self-published outcomes with commissioned 

work, ensuring that commercial clients ethically align with his own positions. In recent 
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years, Victore has shifted further away from client work, focussing on more self-initiated 

outcomes, workshops, speaking tours, and merchandise, promoting his perspectives on 

embedding personal meaning, expression and shunning visual perfection in all design 

outcomes (Victore 2015).

Like Victore, Jonathan Barnbrook is selective with the clients his studio undertakes work for, 

famously turning down large commissions from the likes of Coca-Cola, McDonald’s, and 

Uniqlo based on ethical grounds (Keenan 2010). Barnbrook is particularly interested in the 

design of letterforms, and is influenced by a wide range of sources, from Soviet-era political 

propaganda posters, to the typography of war memorials and cathedrals in London, to hand-

painted signs seen in Filipino churches. These inspirations are often combined to create 

unique, frequently un-usable, anti-corporate typefaces (Hall 2003; Poynor 1994). Recently, 

these typefaces have focused on more mainstream usability, as in the typeface Doctrine; 

however, the typeface still comes with embedded alternative (and quirky) characters that 

reveal its North Korean propaganda inspiration (ÖzKal 2014). 

A frequent collaborator with Adbusters (and a signatory of the revised First Things First 

Manifesto), Barnbrook championed ethical practice in design with a billboard design 

proclaiming “Designers… stay away from corporations that want you to lie for them.”31 

The billboard (figure 44) was positioned to be seen by all attendees of a conference on 

sustainability and ethics in design (Glaser and Barnbrook 2003).

The idea of using type as social commentary has also famously been employed by Barbara 

Kruger. This artist redirects her editorial design experience towards the creation of her 

iconic work featuring red-on-white bold sans serif statements over black-and-white found 

photographic images (Karrie and Kruger 1991). The themes typically explored confront 

consumerist and patriarchal culture, including pronoun-led statements such as “Your body 

is a battleground” (figure 45), “I shop therefore I am”, and “Who is bought and sold?” 

Of her work and intent, Kruger has said she sees her work as “an attempt to ruin certain 

representations and welcome a female spectator into the audience of men” (Kruger in Moore 

1994). Recently, Kruger’s output has moved away from photographic images and become 

text-based installations featuring phrases on a large scale. However, her work still aims to 

provoke questions around “desire, money, faith, and power” (Kruger in D. L. Brown 2012).

31 A quote from the late Tibor Kalman, famous for his work on Colors magazine for Benneton.
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Figure 45 (left) Barbara Kruger Untitled (Your body is a battleground) 1989 

Figure 46 (right) Caroline Caldwell and Van Nguyen compliments that aren’t about physical appearance 2015

Working in a vein that follows the spirit of culture jamming and Adbusters, Caroline 

Caldwell is an artist, writer, and curator whose output includes text-based interventions 

into the public sphere (CADatonic 2014). She installs rough, hand-lettered signs over 

advertising, promoting anti-consumerism and alternative thought (figure 46). Her 

posters proclaim messages such as, “compliments that aren’t about physical appearance” 

(accompanied by a list of compliments such as “you inspire me to be a better person”),  

and “things that don’t cost money” (accompanied by a list of ‘things’ such as “yelling  

in the woods” and “being nice to people”) (White 2015). 

CONSIDERING METHODS OF DISSEMINATION

In Phase 3, I generated content due to the lack of client-supplied matter. Now I was faced 

with the challenge of how to utilise and disseminate my work in lieu of a client-supplied  

list of deliverables.

Three serendipitous events occurred during this phase of deliberation. Earlier research 

into lettering artists had led to the study of graffiti writers and similar subcultures, which 

included the Subvert the City culture jamming event. Subvert the City consisted of a week-

long advertising ‘takeover’ campaign, which managed to disrupt a thousand advertising 

Image Removed
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panels across multiple continents (Wilde 2017). At a similar time, anti-Trump protesters 

were making news with a series of projections being covertly beamed on Trump-owned 

buildings (Miranda 2017). Shortly after, one of my doctoral supervisors relayed how they 

had encountered EyeJack—an augmented reality app used to animate static images—while 

visiting the exhibition Prosthetic Reality (Campbell and Karluk 2016). Further reading into 

these topics informed this phase of creative studio exploration.

Physical advertising takeovers

Subvert the City is coordinated and executed by numerous individuals and collectives 

across the globe under the umbrella of Subvertisers International. They call on activists 

to take back the public sphere and “imagine an alternative” where “public art and ideas 

replace advertising” (Posters 2017, n.p.). The campaign includes an assortment of physical 

takeovers ranging from crude acts of billboard destruction to coordinated replacement of 

advertising in the public sphere with professionally printed posters (Street Art News 2017).

Figure 47 Dies Irae (Day of Wrath) If your product was any good you wouldn’t need sexism to sell it 2018
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Subvert the City activists understand that any physical intervention may only last for a 

short period of time, so documentation allows the outcome to live on in meme form to 

be shared and distributed online to a far wider audience (Lekakis 2017; Milstein and 

Pulos 2015). Their approach finds inspiration from the interventions of B.U.G.A. U.P., 

Guerrilla Girls, and the Billboard Liberation Front, but incorporates strategies of Kalle 

Lasn (of Adbusters fame) who considers the internet as being “the most potent meme-

replicating medium ever invented” (2000, 132). The inaugural Subvert the City was 

followed up with a larger event in 2018 and inspired similar creative protest in events 

such as the Art in Ad Spaces campaign in New York City, a curated and coordinated 

event where advertising panels on pay phones were replaced with artist-produced images 

(Caldwell, Lorimer, and Rushmore 2018).  

While I considered using a similar physical takeover approach as a method of 

dissemination for this project, I decided that the physical destruction of advertising 

would do more harm than good and would undoubtedly create ethical issues for the 

research in the university context.

Projected takeovers

Projected takeovers are a tactic used to full effect by artist Robin Bell. In Emoluments 

Welcome (2017), Bell used a concealed projector to display anti-Trump messages such 

as “PAY TRUMP BRIBES HERE”, onto the façade of the Trump International Hotel in 

Washington DC (figure 48). The projection was physically blocked within minutes by hotel 

security; however, the artist (and bystanders) had already captured and shared images and 

video of the event (Miranda 2017). Now in ‘meme’ format, the projection enjoyed further 

exposure and media coverage through mainstream outlets including the BBC, CNN, New 

York Times, and the L.A. Times (Bell 2017). 

A similar projected intervention was staged in Brisbane, Australia, during the 2014 

G20 Summit. In this instance, the activist collective Dirty Work installed fake security 

cameras with hidden projectors inside, allowing them to project anti-G20 messages such 

as “G20: CORPORATE PLUNDER” and “G20: FESTIVAL OF FAKERY FOR PHONEY 

FUCKERS” on walls inside the restricted precinct (Atfield 2014). 
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Figure 48 Robin Bell Emoluments Welcome 2017

These examples demonstrate that, in theory, any space can be a potential site of 

intervention, unlike physical takeovers, which are limited to existing advertising spaces. 

However, this form of dissemination does rely on suitable lighting conditions and surfaces 

to work effectively.

Augmented reality takeovers

Augmented reality enables real-world settings to be superimposed with computer-generated 

virtual imagery and information using smartphones, tablets, and wearable technologies 

(Kroeker 2010). For visual designers in a commercial context, the technology is typically a 

way to add an additional media channel to real-world products—for example; digital video 

demonstrations appearing over a printed book  (Yaoyuneyong et al. 2016). It is also proving 

a popular tool for visual artists, especially with street artists who are exploring the field of 

digital graffiti (Gwilt 2018).

In education, interactive technology is increasingly being investigated as an effective 

‘transformational play’ learning tool (Barab et al. 2012). Augmented reality technology 

mixes physical and virtual space which is “helping students make connections between 

the physical and abstract” (Bujak et al. 2013, 543) and promoting engagement, positive 

attitudes, and better learning outcomes (Bacca et al. 2015).
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While not explicitly designed for activist purposes, augmented reality technology does allow 

culture jammers to “place their messages at specific locations anyplace on the face of the 

earth and share those messages with others either physically at the site or online” (Skwarek 

2018, 3). Mark Skwarek is at the forefront of using augmented reality as a political tool, 

with projects such as protestAR, The leak in your home town, and Conflictzone.AR. 

Figure 49 Mark Skwarek protestAR 2011

Aligned with the 2011 Occupy movement, protestAR inserted a virtual demonstration in 

front of the New York Stock Exchange (figure 49). During this time, the location was under 

restricted access with no ability for a protest to physically occur in that space. Protesters 

could submit photos of themselves complete with Occupy placards, which Skwarek enabled 

to be viewed via the protestAR app (De Lange 2012). 

The leak in your home town focused on the augmentation of the British Petroleum (BP) 

logo in 2010, in response to the Deepwater Horizon oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico. Using 

a marker image recognition technique, this augmentation displayed a pipe spewing oil over 

the top of any BP logo viewed through the app. The use of an image that can be found all 

Image Removed
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over the world demonstrated incredible potential for massive distribution of the intervention, 

as it could be replicated wherever the BP logo was found. As Skwarek notes, when using an 

image that is meticulously reproduced—such as a multinational organisation’s logo—the 

“majority of the work has already been done by the activist’s target” (Skwarek 2018, 9).

Conflictzone.AR works differently, beaming images from various conflict zones into the 

everyday. With this project, those who possessed the app might see “freedom fighters 

or insurgents on the opposite corner” (Skwarek, Margolis, and Peters 2011, 247) while 

surrounded by others going about their day unaware. 

Initial studio experimentation using augmented reality

Using augmented reality as a culture jamming tool has the ability to create opportunities 

for interaction and dialogue between ‘reality’ and overlaid imagery, without the need to 

physically alter private property, or be limited to specific lighting conditions. 

Oliver Vodeb, creative director of Memefest (a festival of socially responsive 

communication design and art), recognises that while traditional culture jamming is 

well-intentioned, outcomes often fail to open up opportunities for reflection and prompt 

change in behaviours or viewpoints. He asserts that communication must aim to: reveal 

hidden power relationships, establish communities of co-operation, and/or open new 

communication channels (Vodeb 2010). 

I proceeded with augmented reality because of its non-destructive nature and ability to 

create opportunities for interaction and dialogue between ‘reality’ and overlaid imagery.  

My direction took inspiration from the Subvert the City campaign, with ‘target’32 images 

being advertising spaces found in the public sphere. 

The public nature of these spaces was also advantageous in regard to access and availability. 

As discussed earlier, messages communicated through mass media are a contributor towards 

the development of negative body image (McHugh and Kowalski 2010), making these 

locations ideal sites for intervention.

32 In augmented reality terminology, the correct term is ‘marker’ image; however, in the context of this project, 

‘target’ image feels more appropriate to use.
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The typical use of augmented reality browsers is to create ‘hypermedia’ enhancements of 

traditional print-based objects such as advertising, packaging, and signage (Yaoyuneyong 

et al. 2016). In the spirit of the culture jammer ethos of tactically appropriating existing 

tools, I investigated my ideas using the consumer-facing augmented reality browser, 

Layar. Methods were developed to repurpose the intended use of the software, resulting 

in successful augmentations over any image selected (Sargent 2017). This allowed a 

photographed target image (in this case advertising spaces in the public sphere) to be 

embedded with an augmented overlay graphics, viewed via a smartphone or tablet.  

Figure 50 David Sargent Appearance Does Not Equal Value (Country Road) 2017
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Figure 51 David Sargent Images That You Compare Yourself to Are Not Real (Un See This!) 2017

Like the physical and projected takeovers, the ‘live’ augmentations are only the first 

stage of production, mainly because the augmentation is invisible to everyone apart 

from those aware of its existence. The actual dissemination opportunity exists within the 

documentation of each intervention, recorded using video and still imagery. 

Initial experiments in augmented reality dissemination (figures 49 and 50) were posted on 

social media to gauge a response. Peer reactions to these outcomes were incredibly positive, 

especially due to the approach of augmented reality interacting and ‘talking back’ to the 

advertising image it was targeting. This immediate and positive feedback supported the 

expansion of this approach to a much larger campaign. This led to further creative studio 

exploration towards the creation of speculative intervention campaign No Bodies Perfekt, 

detailed below.
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NO BODIES PERFEKT: A SPECULATIVE BODY IMAGE AWARENESS AND 

INTERVENTION CAMPAIGN 

No Bodies Perfekt is a speculative body image awareness and intervention campaign that 

uses augmented reality to disrupt selected advertising spaces in the public sphere. Digitally 

overlaid images display statements developed from content that has been effective in 

generating positive body image thinking and stronger media thinking skills.

Animated graphics (figures 52 and 53) were developed from the following statements:

• Appearance Does Not Equal Value

• Challenge Perfektion

• Define Your Own Worth

• Don’t Compare Yourself to This Image

• Don’t Judge Your Body by Other People’s Standards

• Happiness Not Perfektion

• Images You Compare Yourself to Are Not Reality

• No Bodies Perfekt

• The ‘Ideal’ Body Changes Over Time

• Who Benefits From You Feeling Bad About Yourself?

• Who Profits From Your Insecurities?

• What Techniques Are Being Used to Attract Your Attention?

• You’re Fine Just the Way You Are

As noted earlier, the nature of augmented reality does not allow for a large audience 

to view the live overlays; therefore, interventions were documented using video and 

still images. These records were uploaded to a website, enabling visitors to experience 

multiple augmentations after the fact. The website also included contextual backgrounds 

to the interventions, more information about the intended aims, and links to associated 

organisations and other sources for further information. 
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Figure 52 Graphic outcomes produced for No Bodies Perfekt 2018
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Figure 53 Graphic outcomes produced for No Bodies Perfekt 2018



92

SELECT AUGMENTATIONS

The following details a selection of augmentations produced for the No Bodies Perfekt 

project and outlines their applications in context. During the development of this outcome, 

advertising panels in the public sphere were observed, with the view of targeting those 

which featured models who fit within the thin or masculine body shape ideals. Particular 

attention was paid to advertising that used the human body in an objectified manner or that 

used human bodies to advertise unrelated content. 

Figure 54 David Sargent Who Profits From Your Insecurities? (Bonds) 2018
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Figure 55 David Sargent Don’t Compare Yourself to This Image (Bonds) 2018. Video: youtu.be/HDKHix3bnjg

https://youtu.be/HDKHix3bnjg
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Figure 56 David Sargent Happiness Not Perfektion (Bonds) 2018. Video: youtu.be/R0R-uV4QqHA

https://youtu.be/R0R-uV4QqHA
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Figure 57 David Sargent ‘Ideal’ Body Shapes Change Over Time (Bonds) 2018

These target images (figures 54–57) were part of a larger advertising campaign for Bonds, 

featuring a ‘Mad Max’–inspired theme filmed in Coober Pedy, an Australian outback 

location. The background premise was the conditions are too hot to wear clothes, and 

featured a range of fashion models participating in various activities, including seductively 

pumping petrol into cars, walking around with bags of ice, mowing dirt lawns, playing 

golf, and eating melting ice cream (Tutty 2018). While the use of models in underwear is 

gratuitous, it is expected due to the products being advertised. That said, all models in this 

campaign fit within the restrictive thin or masculine ideal categories, emphasised by the 

inclusion of actual citizens of Coober Pedy in the television advertising. 
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Figure 58 David Sargent No Bodies Perfekt (Tiffany’s) 2018

Tiffany’s advertising campaign used a series of high-profile fashion models to promote 

a new fragrance line (figure 58). The images in this campaign had been constructed in a 

particular way to appear effortless and casual in nature, while in reality, they were generated 

by bringing together a large production team of professional models, hair and make-up 

personnel, fashion stylists, photographers, and post-production artists using sophisticated 

studio lighting, industrial fans, high-end camera equipment, and digital editing software 

(The Cut 2017). The statement of ‘No Bodies Perfekt’, acts to remind viewers that they 

should not expect themselves to resemble the constructed images they see.
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Figure 59 David Sargent Appearance Does Not Equal Value (Oyster Bay Wine) 2018
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Figure 60 David Sargent Challenge Perfektion (Nespresso) 2018

The advertising campaigns seen in figures 59 and 60 were selected for the gratuitous use of 

models advertising unrelated products of wine and coffee making machines. The Nespresso 

example features a model with impossibly lithe features posed atop a step ladder to reach 

for the hot cup of coffee. It is assumed the coffee is placed on an out-of-reach shelf to 

signify the elevation and exclusivity of this particular coffee brand (the tagline states it 

is ‘coffee redefined’). In both cases, the models are utilised to suggest sophistication and 

visual perfection as desirable traits. The statements ‘Appearance Does Not Equal Value’  

and ‘Challenge Perfektion’ were selected in these cases.
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nobodiesperfekt.com

As discussed, augmented reality interventions are invisible to the general public unless they 

have access to the correct software and the knowledge to use it. For this reason, the website 

nobodiesperfekt.com (displayed in figure 61) was created to catalogue past interventions. 

Figure 61 www.nobodiesperfekt.com (screenshot)

The website features video of past augmentations, displaying the original advertising 

image and the overlaid messages. The website also features a page outlining the purpose 

and intent for the project, along with links to download my graphic outcomes, and details 

on how to gather more information via links to organisations that focus on body image 

and associated issues.

http://www.nobodiesperfekt.com
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No Bodies Perfekt v2.0

During the course of this research project, the technology around augmented reality has 

rapidly evolved, including major investment by Apple through the release of their ARKit 

platform (Evans 2017). ARKit 1.5 was released in early 2018 allowing smart devices 

to detect and augment onto physical horizontal and vertical surfaces without the need 

of ‘target’ images. In mid-2018, Apple (in collaboration with Pixar) unveiled the new 

USDZ (Universal Scene Description Zipped) file format and AR Quicklook functionality 

in iOS12 devices. These new advancements enable virtual three-dimensional objects to 

be augmented onto horizontal planes using Apple iOS12 devices without the need for 

specialty apps (Evans 2018). 

The ability to augment onto any plane allows disruption of advertising spaces to be 

a faster, more direct, and flexible endeavour. In light of these new technologies, my 

studio practice during the final stages of this project involved learning the Apple 

coding language Swift and developing my graphic outcomes into three-dimensional 

virtual objects, with the aim of developing the project further and making full use of 

these technological advancements. Figures 62 and 63 demonstrate tests of this new 

technology in action, placing three-dimensional objects in front of advertising spaces, 

and also placing them in free-standing locations.

It is clear that the rapidly emerging nature of augmented reality will bring about new 

opportunities as the technology advances. While my doctoral study is drawing to a 

close, I intend to continue working on this project in response.
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Figure 62 Test of new Apple ARKit and USDZ technology in action. Video: youtu.be/HreYIQ1_LgM

https://youtu.be/HreYIQ1_LgM
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Figure 63 Test of new Apple ARKit and USDZ technology in action. Video: youtu.be/3TTxM2Suo_A

https://youtu.be/3TTxM2Suo_A
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REFLECTIONS AND EMERGING THEMES FROM PHASE 4

Using augmented reality as a mode of dissemination allows a dynamic interplay to occur 

between the superimposed statements and the target images. This creates a unique situation 

where the ‘spectacle’ of the original advertising is exposed and simultaneously challenged 

with an alternative message. From a media literacy perspective, this ability to see two 

opposing viewpoints generates a powerful environment for reflection and dialogue, with 

viewers able to critically examine the target images (and future images they encounter) with 

a more developed sense of the intention and construction behind them. 

Themes emerging from this phase of investigation included the project shifting to an 

explicitly political and disruptive posture and the application of an engaging (and evolving) 

means of dissemination. Typical campaigns working within the designer-as-service-

provider framework are limited to passive distribution using outcomes such as posters, 

publications, and websites. The studio outcomes of Phase 4 moved into a far more active 

and interactive position, incorporating emerging technology to generate new sites for, and 

ways of, intervention.
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CONCLUSION

OVERALL AIMS

This investigation set out to explore the positive potential of a visual designer operating 

in a self-directed capacity in the field of body image awareness and intervention. The 

project followed a practice-led approach where methods including creative studio 

practice, reflective analysis, and synthesis continuously interacted and informed each 

other, driving the inquiry into unexpected directions. 

Phases of research undertaken

The research project consisted of four phases of research, with this exegesis written 

throughout these phases, highlighting how the practice-led approach drove the overall 

project forward.

In the first phase, I investigated the field of body image from several angles, including the 

visual design of existing body image and awareness campaigns in Australia. I identified 

photographic representations as a questionable choice of visuals in these campaigns and 

embarked on creative studio investigations using lettering as an alternative.

In the second phase, I experimented with the creation of letterforms, focussing 

on overcoming my inbuilt prejudices to generate ‘imperfect’ visual outcomes to 

communicate body shape diversity. In this phase, my creative studio practice explored 

previously unconsidered formats such as animated typography and projections. 

In the third phase, I reviewed research in the body image awareness and intervention 

field, concentrating on strategies that have been effective in other campaigns. This led 

me to generate a range of textual statements that promote the development of positive 

body image and critical media literacy. My creative studio experimentation in this phase 

included the application of these statements, which lead me to realise that I then needed 

to focus on disseminating them in a meaningful way.

In the final phase, I utilised the emerging field of augmented reality as a means of 

aesthetic disruption and dissemination. I produced the speculative body image awareness 

and intervention campaign, No Bodies Perfekt, which consists of augmented reality 
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projections superimposed over advertising images in the public sphere. I supplemented 

these interventions with a website that catalogued each outcome, as well as providing 

context and pathways for further information.

SIGNIFICANCE AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Benefits of using a practice-led creative studio practice investigation in this field

From the outset, my project was unusual within the body image field because it explicitly 

set out to investigate the under-considered aspect of visual design in relation to awareness 

and intervention campaigns. I also approached this issue using a self-directed ‘designer-as-

producer’ framework rather than the expected service-provider framework.

The final outcome utilises multiple approaches that were not considered at the outset of 

the project, including a ‘culture jamming’ design activist approach; the use of emerging 

technology such as augmented reality; the incorporation of hand-lettering as a vehicle to 

express body shape diversity, rejection of standardisation, and consumerist culture; and, 

application of self-generated research-informed content. As outlined above, doing so within 

the creative studio context was essential in developing the final speculative campaign 

No Bodies Perfekt. The iterative process of studio experimentation combined with 

consideration of emerging themes was key to moving the research to this point.

Insights emerging from my research

During the course of this investigation, several insights emerged, including: 

• Using photographic imagery in body image awareness and intervention campaigns  

is problematic and should be carefully considered;

• Lettering can act as a replacement for photographic imagery;

• Lettering can help communicate body shape diversity through the use of metaphor;

• The application of lettering represents a rejection of standardisation and a promotion  

of care, positioning it against consumerist culture; and

• Working in a designer-as-producer capacity resulted in the development of distinctly 

different perspectives and modes of engagement from other existing body image 

awareness and intervention approaches.
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Applications for this research

Most immediately, the final speculative outcome of this research, No Bodies Perfekt, can be 

utilised to promote discussion in the field and to draw attention to the importance of visual 

design and further research surrounding body image awareness and intervention campaigns.

The issue of problematic photographic representations of bodies and their unintended 

perceptions also has wider implications than its use in awareness and intervention 

campaigns. The use of photographic representations in any visual material aimed at 

adolescents needs to be evaluated through this perspective and considered for the impact 

it may have. 

The use of hand-lettering as a visual device to communicate body shape diversity also 

has wider possibilities. The parallels with the human body and letterforms make a strong 

conceptual connection in this case, but the metaphor of unique letterforms could also be 

applied to other applications where diversity needs to be communicated.  

Working outside of the traditional service-provider framework was an essential position for 

my research project, but also brought about unexpected challenges due to the lack of client-

supplied feedback, content, and deliverables. The processes developed to overcome these 

challenges (recorded in this exegesis) could be used as a guide for future researchers and/or 

practitioners who are considering projects using a designer-as-producer framework.

Finally, while this investigation was explicitly focuse on issues surrounding body image, 

the practice-led creative studio approach documented in this exegesis and the design activist 

position it concluded with could be applied to many other awareness and intervention 

campaigns, particularly those with a social change agenda. 
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POSTSCRIPT: REFLECTIONS AFTER EXHIBITING NO BODIES PERFEKT

The final requirement of the Doctor of Visual Art degree involved an exhibition of work in a 

public forum. This exhibition occurred 27 November – 8 December 2018 at the Grey Street 

Gallery space, Queensland College of Art, Griffith University South Bank campus. 

Figure 64 Entry view of the Grey Street Gallery space
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Figure 65 Display of outcomes from Phase 2 and Phase 3
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Figure 66 Display of outcomes from Phase 3 and Phase 4
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Figure 67 Display of augmented reality projection from Phase 4
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Figure 68 Using an iPad to project No Bodies Perfekt augmented reality graphics into the exhibition space. 

Video: youtu.be/pmGlMmb49C0 

https://youtu.be/pmGlMmb49C0
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Figure 69 Exhibition didactic and iPad stand
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The Grey Street Gallery consists of two main spaces with a floating wall divider. For 

the exhibition, printed posters demonstrating the evolution of my studio outcomes were 

installed in the first area. These posters included a collection of experimental typographic 

forms from Phase 2 (figures 64 and 65), the realisation of these forms into more substantial 

graphics in Phase 3 (figures 64, 65, and 66), and finally, an example advertising space with 

projected augmented reality graphics (figure 67). The second half of the gallery featured a 

large open space to allow for augmented reality projections using a supplied iPad (figure 

68). A didactic was also located here to provide context to the exhibition and instructions on 

how to operate the iPad (figure 69).

I had not planned for any formal investigation during the two-week exhibition period; 

however, I was present within the gallery space for the majority of this time. Being present 

provided an opportunity for the casual observation of audience interactions and engagement, 

as well as discussions with visitors to gauge their interpretations and feedback. Visitors 

to the exhibition included undergraduate students, postgraduate students, other university 

faculty members, design industry professionals, and members of the general public.

I identified very early there was a diversity of reactions and knowledge with augmented 

reality technology. Younger visitors natively understood how to interact with the iPad 

without needing to read the provided instructions. They successfully projected graphics into 

the gallery space and enjoyed being able to walk around and interact with the projections. 

In discussions, I discovered that these visitors had previous exposure to other augmented 

reality experiences, typically through apps such as Facebook, SnapChat, and Pokemon Go.

Many of the younger visitors made comments on negative experiences with advertising 

in the public sphere and could see the benefit in being able to ‘block out’ images with 

alternative messages like those included in No Bodies Perfekt. Being able to participate 

actively was discussed as being empowering. It was encouraging that several visitors 

initiated discussion on wearable technology and how this kind of initiative may become 

even more relevant in the future. 

In comparison, other visitors struggled with understanding how augmented reality 

projections worked. I found that even with the provided written didactics and my verbal 

instructions some were unsure of how to operate the iPad. During discussions with these 

visitors, I discovered they had little or no experience with augmented reality. Once they 
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understood the technology and had successfully interacted with projected graphics in the 

space, I received positive responses.  

Another insight gained was that the layout of the exhibition and the didactics provided 

did not explain my process or the project adequately. I had incorrectly assumed that the 

studio progression would be evident to visitors; however, I discovered that most visitors 

were confused with the poster display when they first entered the space. Likewise, the 

relevance of the statements used in the graphic outcomes was lost on some. Luckily, 

due to my presence in the gallery, I was able to provide visitors with more background 

context and provide detail on my overall intent, talk them through the phases of studio 

experimentation, and explain how this culminated in augmented reality dissemination.

The gallery exhibition format had the potential to work well; however, I found it was only 

successful when combined with this additional context and demonstration. If the work were 

to be shown again in this format, I would seek to improve the didactics and offer more 

background on the overall project and a more precise outline of the evolution of my studio 

outcomes. I would also provide a clearer explanation of why the final application took the 

form of augmented reality projections. Several visitors suggested a video demonstration of 

augmented graphics in situ would have been an advantage, especially those who had seen 

similar videos of my work online previously. 

As explored earlier, body image issues are not limited to one demographic; however, 

adolescence is a critical period of vulnerability. Encouragingly, I observed active 

engagement by younger visitors who responded positively to the augmented reality 

experience. The technology was something they felt very comfortable with; they 

understood how it worked, and could immediately see how it could be applied. Even more 

encouraging were the discussions the experience sparked. Many referred to their own body 

image perceptions and negative experiences with advertising and noted that the exhibition 

had allowed them to gain a different perspective on this issue. While the purpose of this 

research project was to explore alternative strategies in a speculative creative studio context, 

these informal interactions indicate this direction warrants further development, and further 

research to include specific user testing.
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