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People with autism often 
have difficulties with social 
interaction. One of the ways 
in which this can manifest is 
through the lack of emotional 
responsiveness. This can 
be caused by a lack of 
understanding that one may 
have of one’s own, as well as 
the emotions of others.

This project attempts to tackle 
the problem from an early stage  
while taking into consideration 
the common issue of echolalia or 
repetitive speech in children.

The format of the report follows 
the ‘double diamond’ as this 
guided the project to fruition.

Discover begins at ‘sharing’ 
and ‘toys’ looking at existing 
products on the market and 
explores early ideas leading 
to the decision of the more 
concentrated target market of 
autistic children. 

Define narrows down the focus 
of the project, from the countless 
issues that are part of the autism 
spectrum, to communication. 
Primary research informs playing 
habits and the products used 
by some children with cognitive 
disabilities  while secondary 
research gives a broader 
understanding of the issue.

Develop looks into creating 
the product and highlighting all 
the components that make up 
Octemo the Octopus.

Delivery focuses on Octemo in 
the real world, suggesting cost 
and manufacture as well as 
evaluating the product and its 
potential future.

Fig. 1 - Development wheel (2015)
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E A R L Y  T H O U G H T S

The initial start point was the 
word ‘sharing’. With this as the 
focus, my first step was to make 
a list of things that are shared. 
This gave a wide range of 
potential routes, after which the 
tangible and non-tangible were 
separated. This was necessary 
as the main outcome was to 
be a product, not a service or 
application, though one could 
be used to enhance it. From 
this, the pros and cons of 16 
posible projects were noted and 
compared. There were some 
obvious options to decline 
such as furniture and products 

typically made from ceramics, 
due to the lack of knowledge 
or the disinterest in the subject. 
Some ideas that did interest 
me, however, included ways to 
prevent kicking whilst sharing 
a bed; changing people’s 
behaviour by getting them to 
wash up in house shares or as a 
couple; finding ways to prevent 
the sharing of drugs, such as a 
needle disposal or a safe storage 
system. The other avenue, that 
became the final choice from 
these, was a toy that teaches 
siblings, or children in general, 
to share.

I conducted some market 
research in Hamley’s toy store 
and online to investigate the 
current market of games that 
require sharing or are generally 
played with or enhanced by 
multiple players.

The most obvious choices for 
shared experiences, aside of 
imaginative play, seemed to be 
family board games, remote/
app controlled cars and nerf 
guns, however there were a 
few others, ‘Snap It’ (fig. 4), for 
example, which were based 
more on physical activities.

Most of the other toys in store 
were not necessarily better, 
but did have the potential to be 
more enjoyable, when played 
in pairs or groups, although 
the vast majority seemed to be 
marketed for single players.

Fig. 6 - RC cars

Fig. 3 - Nerf guns

Fig. 4 - Snap It

Fig. 2 - Family board games

Fig. 5 - Scalextric
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Fig. 8 - Hot Potato (n.d)Fig. 7 - Splash Out Waterball (n.d) Fig. 9 - Furbies interacting (2012)

Fig. 11 - Team cup stacking (2012)Fig. 10 - Furbies (2015)

From the online market research 
I found a few toys that piggy 
back onto existing games. 
These tend to be multiplayer 
as they are usually variations 
of classic playground games 
‘catch’ or ‘tag’ and ball games. 
Figure 7 is a water based version 
of ‘time bomb’ while figure 8 is 
a product to enhance the game 
‘hot potato’.

Another toy I found during my 
market research was ‘Furbies’. 
Furbies have been around since 
1998 and have since been 
modified to meet changing 
technology. When they first 
came out, they would talk to 
the owner. Eventually they were 
developed to interact with each 
other within a certain proximity. 
This allows for enhanced group 
play incorporating the toy.

Figure 10 shows the latest 
version of Furbies that are linked 
to an app allowing users to hatch 
baby Furbies. By doing this, 
they have, again, included new 

technologies to continue their 
appeal to the next generation.

With inspiration from figures 7 
and 8, I looked into party games 
and team building exercises 
and activities as these tend to 
be done in groups, for example, 
team cup stacking (fig. 11).

One of the main reasons I looked 
into this was because I wanted 
to design something that would 
enhance an existing game, as 
opposed to creating a whole 
new one, as the element of play 
would have been defined.

This would mean that I would 
only have to design the product, 
not the play, which, given the 
time constrictions, was more 
appealing to me. However, I 
found that most of these games 
made use of simple objects so 
participants would need to use 
their initiative. Material for these 
were also often disposable. 
Despite this, I attempted to latch 
onto other games and activities.
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I began to sketch some brief 
ideas onto paper. These were not 
intended to be final concepts, 
but rather to visualise my 
thoughts. I had some favourites 
in these that could have had 

potential if chosen to develop, 
but mostly they seemed quite 
empty and thoughtless. My aim 
as a designer is to create more 
meaningful products, and so 
these did not suffice.

The thought of designing for 
children without establishing 
some other constraints is quite 
overwhelming as there is a vast 
difference in preference and 
needs. To combat this problem, 
I narrowed down my target 

market to children with autism. 
This would allow me to create 
products with more significance 
than mere playground trends 
as the target market has a 
spectrum of problems that can 
be tackled with product design.

Fig. 12 - Early thoughts (2015)
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F A C T S  A B O U T  A U T I S M

The following facts highlight 
some issues in autism that need 
to be considered throught the 
design process. Also mentioned 
are some existing solutions.

“Autism is a lifelong 
developmental disability 
that affects how a person 
communicates with, and relates 
to, other people and the world 
around them. It is a spectrum 
condition, which means that, 
while all people with autism 
share certain areas of difficulty, 
their condition will affect them in 
different ways.

“There are around 700,000 
people in the UK with autism. If 
you include their families, autism 
touches the lives of 2.7 million 
people every day. While autism 
is incurable, the right support 
at the right time can make an 
enormous difference to people's 
lives.” (NAS, 2015, www.autism.
org.uk)

“Autism is characterised 
by marked difficulties in 
behaviour, social interaction, 
communication and sensory 
sensitivities. 
“People on the spectrum may 
exhibit unusual behaviour 
due to the difficulties they 
have responding to their 
environment. Their behaviour is 
generally an attempt by them to 
communicate their feelings 
or to cope with a situation.

“They do not respond to 
many of the non-verbal forms 
of communication that many 
of us take for granted like 
facial expressions, physical 
gestures and eye contact. 
They are often unable to 
understand and express their 
needs just as they are unable 
to interpret and understand 
the needs of others.” (Autism 
Spectrum Australia, 2015, www.
autismspectrum.org.au)

Some toys recommended for 
children with autism spectrum 
disorders (ASD) include Social 
Stories™ (books that require 
you to act out movements while 
learning social expectations and 
communication techniques), 
“Guess Who” books and 
board games that ask simple 
questions, such as Hedbanz. 
(Move Forward PT, 2015, www.
moveforwardpt.com)

For those who find it difficult to 
communicate, there are also 
augmentative and alternative 
methods of communication. 
One of these, which is more 
often used as an aid for children 
with autism who are nonverbal, 
is the Picture Exchange 
Communication System 
(PECS).

“PECS are typically introduced 
using pictures of desired objects 
(such as food or toys). This can 
be a hand drawn illustration, 

photo or computer clip-art 
printed on a sheet of paper. 
When the child wants one 
of these items, he gives the 
picture to a communication 
partner such as a parent, 
therapist, caregiver, or another 
child. The communication 
partner then hands the child 
the food or toy, thus reinforcing 
communication. Ultimately, the 
pictures can be replaced with 
words and sentence strips (for 
example; I want cookies).”

Another method is single 
meaning pictures. In this 
system, each word is represented 
by a different image. The 
negatives to this however, are 
that “thousands of pictures are 
needed for a modest vocabulary 
size” and “meanings must be 
taught since most words are 
not naturally represented by 
pictures”. (Synapse, n.d., www.
autism-help.org)
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W E I D E M O O R

Weidemoor is a special needs 
school situated in Hamburg 
for children with physical and 
cognitive disabilities. The school 
accommodates 140 children in 
total, out of which approximately 
20 of them are autistic.
(March 2015)

One of the pupils here is my 
cousin, Nikit, who suffers from 
quite a severe condition of ASD. 
During this project, I was able to 
visit the school, however, due to 
regulations, I was not allowed to 
visit during schooling hours.

An interview with the head 
teacher, Mr. Ulrich Hoch and a 
tour of the grounds provided 

much information into the ways 
this school had been adapted 
as a school for special needs.
One of the main differences 
compared to a ‘normal school’ 
was what they wanted the 
children to get out of the 
experience of attending there. 

“We want to train our pupils 
to have confidence in her  
own behaviour ... We do train 
in everything but it’s not so 
important; important is the 
personal development.” 

In terms of communication, 
the school also catered for 
various abilities. “We have 
children here who can’t speak 

so we communicate with signs, 
pictures and all these things.”
Having previously thought to 
design for social interaction, 
I also asked how the children 
behaved with one another. The 
response was not as expected. 
“I think, because they have 
so many individual problems, 
mostly they behave very 
human to each other, very 
understanding; sometimes 
more than normal students or 
normal pupil in other schools.”

This was surprising as I’d been 
under the impression that they 
lacked empathy due to their 
disorders, but this statement 
went against that notion. 

(Hoch, 2015, Interview) - Entire chapter Fig. 13 - Weidemoor playground (2015)
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To understand the types of 
products specifically bought 
for cognitive impaiment, I 
questioned whether there were 
any specialist games or toys for 
certain disabilities, to which I was 
told that the teachers decide 
what to buy from a budget for 
the class. There were no toys 
as such that had been designed 
specifically for disabilities but 
some things were bought 
in because of a heightened 
interest in an area of play that 
may have been caused by the 
disorder. For example, a child 
who was especially interested 
in construction may have a lego 
set bought in for them.

As with normally developing 
children, this shows that 
every child is unique, as are 
their needs. Having said that, 
children with ASD are less able 
to understand, or adjust to, the 
needs of others. This may lead 
to a lack of sharing, for example, 
or a greater sense of their own 
wants and needs.

Asking about my cousin’s 
behaviour the response I 
received was as follows.

“We have the right precision 
in our brain and so we don’t 
have to discuss about light, 
about music, about any noise. 
We don’t think about the train. 
We hear all the noises but we 
don’t registrate them, because 
it’s normal for us. In our brain 
the function is automatic. But 
a pupil with autism, we discuss 
about these pupils, but in reality, 

nobody of you and me, we can’t 
say what really, this person 
has, what kind of impression. 
... So we can try to explain the 
behaviour of Nikit, but is it the 
right explanation? We don’t 
know. I think he has problems, 
to all these impressions he gets, 
the language, the noise, the 
light, what he is hearing, and 
all the other pupils. He has to 
connect all these impressions 
and make his own picture. This 
picture can be crazy for him 
so he gets nervous, or he gets 

aggressive, or he’s doing some 
things we can’t explain, why 
is he doing all this. But maybe 
for him it’s normal because it’s 
the right reaction, because his 
reaction is another of you and 
me, what we have to do [sic].”

This reinforced the idea that 
children with autism have 
heightened senses. It also 
made me understand some 
possible reasons as to why they 
behave in certain situations in 
the manner that they do.

Fig. 14 - Sample toy selection (2015) Fig. 15 - Classroom 1 (2015)
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After the interview, I was taken 
on a tour of the place, which 
provided me with further 
insight into the way the children 
were taught at this particular 
institute. This was apparent by 
the classroom layout and the 
facilities as well as some things 
that could seem minor at first, 
but had a higher impact than one 
would expect. For example, the 
weekly time table (fig 18), which 
was explained through pictures 
rather than words, and the 
morning circle (fig.19) in which 
they were clearly explained 
the scheduled activities of 

the day so there would be no 
surprises. These children were 
provided with various facilities to 
cater for the different disabilities 
in each classroom. Some of 
these included boxes of random 
things that could be used to 
soothe, such as sand. There 
were also musical instruments 
to encourage them to express 
themselves in other ways. For 
those who were physically 
handicapped, they had specially 
designed wheelchairs (fig. 17) 
and other equipment to help 
them overcome, or adapt to 
their disability.

On the tour I noticed the 
type of toys available in the 
rooms and found nothing that 
couldn’t be found in a ‘normal’ 
nursery, school or playgroup. 
for example, train tracks, an 
abacus etc, although these toys 
may help children with cognitive 
disabilities in a different way than 
it would a completely able child. 

This visit gave me a newfound 
knowledge about how children 
with autism should be dealt with. 
It gave me a deeper and, in a way, 
more human understanding of 
the condition compared to the 
secondary research, as well as 
giving a glimpse into the point 
of view of a teacher who daily, 
deals with many such children.

Fig. 16 - Sensory box (2015)

Fig. 17 - Wheelchair (2015)

Fig. 18 - Weekly timetable (2015) Fig. 19 - Morning circle (2015)

Fig. 20 - Classroom 2 (2015) Fig. 21 - Number toys (2015)

Fig. 22 - Toys in boxes (2015) Fig. 23 - Gym storage (2015)
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N A R R O W I N G  T H E  I S S U E

There are many issues that 
children with an ASD have to 
face on top of the pressure of 
growing up as ‘different’. Each 
one of these issues needs to 
be tackled differently, hence I 
decided to choose a single one 
and follow through.

My research lead me to find 
interest and potential in the 
topic  of communication. 
From here, I further researched 
into the various methods of 
communication. These would 
be used as a reference, should 
the need for alternatives to 
speech arise.

Fig. 24 - Methods of Communication (2015)
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I then brainstormed some use 
cases in three environments by 
defining some difficulties that 
children with autism may face. 
From this I found that one major 
issues may be expressing 
feelings, or desires.

Further market research into 
communication aids for autism 
reiterated previous findings, 
such as the toys aimed 
specifically at autism, including 
Social Stories™ and “Guess 
Who” books.

Fig. 26 - Communication in a public park (2015)

Fig. 25 - Communication at home (2015) Fig. 27 - Communication in school situations (2015)
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F I R S T  H A N D  P E R S P E C T I V E S

With this in mind, I started to 
generate some concepts, but 
again, felt a lack of information 
and understanding. I realised 
that I needed to get the point 
of view of a child with autism 
before I could guess what they 
would want or need. To do this, 
I looked at a variety of sources, 
including the blog “Diary of 
an Autistic Boy” , the BBC 
documentary, “My Autism and 
Me”, and an extract from the 
book “How to be Human: Diary 
of an Autistic GIrl” and noted the 
things that felt most relevant.

From the documentary, things 
that stood out to me included 
one child feeling angered 
because they are unable to 
express themselves and a 
quote from the younger sibling 
of an autistic boy, “he doesn’t 
really know how to say 
to  people, can you be my 
friend”. Another was a quote 
from the autistic boy himself, 
“most people, when they do a 
hobby, they normally do it for a 
period of maybe a year or two. 
We do it for like, nearly a 
decade.”

(BBC - My Autism and Me, online video, 2012) Fig. 28 - Traits in autistic children (2015)
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From the book (Frenz, 2013), 
I found that her senses were 
too sensitive. This gave her a 
“sensory overload” (p. 3) and 
sometimes made her clothes 
“feel slimey” (p. 3) as she 
wore them. Two more quotes 
that seemed relevant were “we 
are interested in others and we 
do want to inhabit the same 
universe as everyone else,... we 
stay in our heads because 
it’s so much simpler than 
venturing out”, and “we’re 
poorly rewarded for a task 
that is very hard so we avoid 
doing it” (p. 5), talking about 
interacting with others and 
the awkwardness felt by both 
parties.

This bit of research gave a much 
needed ‘inside’ knowledge of 
the condition.

Some ideas that came from 
this information were products 
to encourage the child for their 
social interactions by rewarding 
them. Another idea was to help 
calm their senses to avoid a 
sensory overload.

I also looked at mood as a 
whole to determine what it was 
and what it was influenced by. 
Research into this lead me to 
finding out about mood detecting 
technology which came to be 
the basis of a few ideas, such as 
using physiological symptoms 
of mood changes to make 
autistic people aware of the 
change. Others were aimed at 
younger children and branched 
off the idea of PECS and single 
meaning pictures.

Fig. 29 - Diary of an Autistic Girl (2015) Fig. 30 - Mood (2015)
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I N I T I A L  I D E A S

34 35
Fig. 31 - Initial ideas (2015)
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C O N S U L T I N G  A  P A R E N T

Having drawn these concepts, 
I conducted a phone interview 
with Ruth Powell, the mother 
of an autistic girl. This phone 
interview began with information 
about her daughter, Amisha’s 
communication habits, and the 
difficulties they face as parents 
in communicating with her. This 
gave me the point of view of a 
parent, which was very useful as 
parents are usually the primary 
recipients of communication for 
an autistic child.

As there was not a vast amount 
of users available with whom I 
could test prototypes, Amisha 
was the prime user and her 
mother’s experience played a 
fundamental part in the decision 
making process. Her opinions 
on the concepts suggested that 
smartphone based products 
may be useful for teenagers, 
whereas she could be 
interested in the teddy bear 
that speaks phrases difficult to 
pair with single meaning pictures 
or PECS for her four year old.

Another element that influenced 
the decision to follow through 
with the plush toy was time 
constraints. This is because my 
sewing skills would allow me to 
complete a prototype with more 
efficiency compared to relying 
on a 3D printer which can be 
temperamental or preoccupied, 
after which finishing and painting 
would have to take place.

The target market was 
finalised by starting from the 
age Amisha was diagnosed, 
which was two years old, and 
keeping an equal time frame on 
either side of her current age. 
The age of six years old was 
also significant as children move 
on to the junior stage of primary 
school at age seven, whereas 
this was imagined to be for the 
infant stage of school. This was 
important because, although 
some children do attend special 
needs classes, others remain 
integrated in standard school.

Interview with Ruth Powell 
about her daughter Amisha
(Powell, 2015, Phone interview)

S: How do you communicate 
with your daughter?
R: Visuals and symbols etc. 
Communication book that 
helps her say when she wants 
something like toys, food, or if 
she wants to play. We also have 
changeable signs and symbols 
around house but they’re mostly 
really simple words.

S: How many words does her 
vocabulary consist of? 
R: About 50+ words in the right 
context and the right meaning, 
but she’s echolalic so she’ll say 
copy a lot of thing from tv and 
things she’s just heard.

S: Have you heard of PECS and 
do you use it much if you have?
R: Yeah, we use it quite a bit but 
not full blown, it’s sort of based 
on it. Her communication is 
developing so now she just says 
some stuff instead of finding it. 

S: Which phrases does she 
does she find difficult to say?
R: She mostly says single words 
but she says a few phrases 
like ‘daddy gone work’.
                    
S: Does she convey her moods 
well, and how?
R: She struggles a lot with 
that. She cries when she’s sad, 
but she feels like she needs 
permission to do it. One time, 
she stubbed her toe and instead 
of crying or saying anything she 
stood there tensed. I saw from 
the corner of my eye so I knew 
what was wrong but when I 
asked if she was ok, she started 
to cry but couldn’t say why.

S: What kind of communicative 
difficulties are typical of a normal 
day at home?
R: One of the big things is being 
able to tell us what’s wrong, if 
there’s too much noise or if she’s 
hurt herself, etc. It’s sometimes 
quite difficult as well, because 
she doesn’t understand too 
many words in a sentence.

S: Does she enjoy socialising or 
making friends?
R: Yes. She enjoys company but 
she’s not sure of social rules 
or interaction so sometimes she 
just makes noise or smiles.

S: Does she find it difficult or 
does she do it with ease?
R: Difficult.. She doesn’t know 
how to communicate so it takes 
a while with new people, but 
she’s better with people who 
let her come to them instead of 
trying to push her into it.

S: Which toys does she like?
R: She likes teddies, but not 
generic cuddly toys. She prefers 
familiar characters. She watches 
only a few programmes and one 
of them is ‘In the night garden’, 
so something from that is good. 
She likes some electronic toys 
as well, and balls.

S: What about toys that talk or 
make sound?
R: She likes some musical toys 
but they have to be done well.
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C O N C E P T  V A R I A T I O N S

From consulting with Ruth, I 
found that a generic teddy bear 
may not be the best form to 
take further. From her personal 
experience, it would not appeal 
to her daughter, and may also 
blend in with or seem too similar 
to existing bear brands.

At first, there was the potential 
of an animal with multiple limbs, 
each representing a different 
phrase, differentiated by the 
texture or pattern of the fabric. 
There was also the possibility 
of creating something similar in 
terms of differentiation but with 
badges that could be taken off 
to use separately or compiled 
together on a piece, much like a 
charm bracelet, but bigger.

The idea of attaching a 
component to the child’s 
clothing, bag or other 
accessory also arose. This 
would accommodate the daily 
activities of playing outdoors, or 
going to school without having 
to carry the toy around. 

The method of differentiation 
through a tactile means 
became the basis of the 
concept. By combining the 
two ideas together, there could 
also be a series of animals that 
could also be used singularly, 
each saying a different phrase. 
This would also allow a build up 
of phrases depending on the 
child’s development.

Fig. 32 - Concept variations 1 (2015)
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Each of these characters has a 
common characteristic to turn 
it into a potential series. For 
example, safari animals with a 
tiny head and a large stomach, 
differentiating turtle shells, 
patterned rabbit ears that could 
go through a belt, or an octopus 
with patterned legs.

Fig. 33 - Concept variations 2 (2015)
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U S E R  T E S T I N G

Following the concept variation, 
I created prototypes of badges, 
turtles, rabbits, and the octopus. 
Two turtle shells could be turned 
inside out to show mood or 
other such variation, and two 
rabbits had detachable ears as 
the element to be taken around 
while the head of the rabbits 
stay home. The legs of the 
octopus were also detachable 
but were all connected to a ring 
that would attach to the octopus 
head instead of attaching each 
tentacle separately.

With these, I visited Amisha 
Laying out the toys in front of her, I 
waited for her reaction. Instantly, 
the octopus seemed to be 
a favourite, while the rabbits 
were completely overlooked. 
The turtles had some interest, 
with Amisha lining them up and 
singing “one, two, three, four, 
sitting on the floor”. 

Their shells had initially been 
made to come off in case the 
batteries of the voice box inside 
would need to be changed. 
Upon discovering this feature, 
Amisha removed the turtle 
shells and started to use them 
as hats for the octopus. Without 
shells, the turtles were no longer 
of interest.

This suggested that her 
attraction was mainly 
towards the shells with varied 
textures. This may have been 
the appeal of the octopus as 
the colourful legs were always 
together, as she had not realised 
that they could be taken off the 
head. This was perhaps the initial 
reason she liked it, because the 
legs were taken out all at once, 
whereas the rabbits and turtles 
came out one by one.

Fig. 34 - Amisha Powel, 4 (2015)

Fig. 35 - Initial prototypes (2015)
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S: What do you think about the 
option to customise the sound 
to record your own voice?
R: It could be good, but it could 
also freak her out. Maybe if 
you choose what you wanted it 
to say but have it pre-recorded?

S: What about the idea of 
reversible shells on the turtle to 
show difference in mood?
R: I think it’s a good idea but for 
Amisha’s age range, it’s a bit too 
complicated. She’s not really 
at that stage yet. It’s probably 
better to keep them separate.

S: What do you think of having 
the sentence starters, or what 
other things do you think it could 
say apart from “I want”, “I feel”, 
“I need”, and “it hurts”?
R: Maybe it could have some 
sentence starters and some 
sensory integration words. 
When I go to classes with Amisha, 
she learns about spinning and 
jumping, or crashing so she can 
understand what she wants. 
Or one with emotions so the head 
says “I feel”, because it’s quite 
important to have her learn full 
sentences because she doesn’t 
really speak phrases now, and 
have different emotions in the 
legs, like happy, sad, or hungry.

After some further questions 
I was also shown some of the 
toys she currently plays with, 
including Kimochis, which also 
try to teach emotions, however, 
there were some complicated 
ones, like sensitive,  as well 
as some story books. These 
books showed emotions 
through animals, however I was 
informed that, for a child like 
Amisha, these didn’t help very 
much because, for Amisha and 
other children like her, it wasn’t 
as simple to relate those 
emotions to herself because 
they were seen on a dog, or a 
cat as opposed to a human.

This justified a suggestion 
of cards with the child’s 
photograph to link the octopus 
to a game, as it may help 
inform an early understanding 
of emotions. This lead to 
the accompanying cards and 
the avatars that illustrate the 
feelings.

Another suggested point to 
consider was that some children 
may have a preference or, more 
importantly, an aversion to 
certain colours or textures, 
For this reason, a website was 
added to allow for choice.

Although the user of the product 
would be the child, the customer 
would be the parent, and so 
I questioned Ruth about her 
buying habits for Amisha’s toys.

“Sometimes I buy things that I 
feel might be useful for her 
and sometimes I’ll notice what 
she takes an interest in when 
we go to someone’s house or to 
a playgroup or something.”

When asked whether she felt it 
could be successful as a form of 
communication in a way similar 
to the Picture Exchange System 
(PECS) and single meaning 
pictures, Ruth stated that “at 
first instance [they’d] buy it as 
a resource to learn emotions 
and communication. Perhaps 
when [Amisha] gets older 
she might start to use it for 
communication, but she might 
not, so [they’d] buy it more as 
a game.”

This was a turning point in 
the project that changed the 
concept from being a toy that 
aids communication to a toy 
that helps teach emotions.

While observing Amisha play, 
I also asked Ruth questions 
that lead to many of the final 
decisions for the product.

(Powell, 2015, Face-to-face 
conversation 1)

Fig. 36 - Kimochis (2015)

Fig. 37 - Emotion books (2015)
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P R O D U C T  D E V E L O P M E N T 

Fig. 38 - Sketch of components (2015)

Now, with a clearer idea of 
what my concept was, and 
how it would work, I was able 
to determine the components 
needed to take it forward.

Each of these would need to 
be developed in their own right, 
while being aware of how  it 
linked to the other parts and 
how it would come together as 
a whole.

Knowing that some elements 
had to be customisable, it was 
decided to have both a physical 
and digital aspect to it.
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C A R D S 

The avatar on the front, made 
to look like the child in question, 
allows for more effective 
education as autistic children 
are more likely to grasp the idea 
of emotions when seeing them 
on a character, to which they 
can relate, i.e. themselves, 
instead of repeating the words 
without learning what they 
mean. Each card has a different 
pattern on the back. This is 
determined by the texture of 
the leg corresponding to the 
emotion on the front. This 
further enhances the idea of 

association to patterns and 
creates more opportunities for 
learning through play, for 
example, Snap.

The size is based on standard 
business cards as they are 
easily portable in a parent’s 
wallet, useful as they would be 
holding on to the cards on an 
outing, rather than the child. It 
is also more cost effective and 
gives enough surface area to fit 
the illustration and the text in a 
fairly large point size to be easily 
legible for the child.

Fig. 39 - Card design (2015)
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The ring is attached under the 
head to give a body for the 
legs to hang from. Inspired by 
baby teethers and rings, this 
went through some variations in 
order to define the best shape 
to add another friendly feature 
of texture. In the end, the most 
basic shape of a sphere was 
chosen for this.

The ring was intended to open 
so that it could be detached 
from the head and clipped to 
something else such as a pram. 
The clip would be friction fit 
with male-female parts to close. 

It was also discussed that 
for children of a young age, 
who may be liable to throw or 
swing this from the legs, a rigid 
ring may be dangerous. For 
this reason, it was reprinted in 
NinjaFlex material. This however, 
left a lot of support marks that 
didn’t look appealing, because 
of which it was reprinted again 
on the Objet 3D printer in 70% 
rubber. This was also a better 
representation for silicone, 
which is what this component 
would be made of.

R I N G

Fig. 40 - Baby teether (2015) Fig. 41 - Ring rattle (n.d) Fig. 42 - Ring-a-links (2012)

Fig. 43 - Ring shape testing (2015) Fig. 44 - Ring with clip (2015) Fig. 45 - Reprint on Objet (2015)

Fig. 46 - Legs clipped to pram (2015)
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The initial sketches looked at 
securing fabrics in teeth, or 
clips, but as a component that 
had to be standardised, it 
didn’t account for the variance 
in material thickness. Having 
looked at other techniques, 
the final method to attach the 
legs was decidedly the easiest 
and most secure option of 
sewing them on. This made 
designing the hooks significantly 
easier though it needed more 
development than expected. 

The first few prototypes 
experimented with the position 
of the hook more than the 
shape. It was found that having 
the opening on the top made 
it weaker and more likely to 
break, compared to the side, 
however it was too thin, making 
it flimsy and not very durable. 
The second one changed in 
thickness, but it was too thick 
to hook around the ring. The 
next one had a more rounded, 
inviting, child friendly shape but 

felt like a disjointed form. After 
a few more, unprinted attempts 
at 3D modelling the hooks, the 
final shape was made and 3D 
printed in various orientations 
with altered settings. I also 
attempted to print in nylon as 
it would give better flexibility 
but the design printed poorly 
without a raft, and printing 
with a raft would give a rough, 
untreatable finish on one side. 
It was also too flimsy and felt 
easily breakable. 

H O O K S

PLA was the best material to 
print in, with a raft to prevent it 
from coming off the print bed.It 
was also better printed flat as it 
left no overhangs and created a 
stronger internal structure. This 
testing was necessary to create 
a realistic prototype, but they 
would not be production issues.

The final prototypes were 
printed in white on high quality 
settings  but still didn’t have a 
smooth enough texture to be 
UV printed on. This was needed 
as the illustrations on the 
cards were also to be printed on 
the hooks as a second point 
of reference and to allow for 

the option to use it without the 
cards to hand. For this reason, 
they were sanded to have a 
smooth surface on the top and 
bottom. Once this was done, 
the previous prototypes were 
used to align the position of the 
hook for UV printing.

Fig. 47 - Sketches of hook designs (2015)

Fig. 48 - Prototypes of hook development (2015)

Fig. 49 - Prototypes of UV printer alignment (2015)
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The legs went through a series 
of prototypes exploring shape 
and size. Much of the inspiration 
for these came from looking at 
existing toys and the way they 
are made to look child friendly, 
as opposed to the spider-like 
legs of the initial prototype.

It was found from the first 
prototypes that the size had to 
be increased to meet the width 
needed to allow the voice box 
to be inserted. Apart from fitting 
in at the bottom, where it would 
normally rest, the box had to fit 
through the opening, whereas 
the desired design for it was to 
come in at the neck so that it 
would fit the size of the hook, 
without having to increase the 
size of that component as well. 

The other option was to have 
another voice box as the chosen 
one is a standard, ‘off the shelf’ 
piece, but a sound board with 
voice output and battery pack 
can be manufactured with 
different dimensions such as 
the one in the image. This 
could work to advantage when 
it comes to design because 
a custom size would reduce 
the constraint in leg design, 
however this would also add 
to the cost of manufacturing, 
which, is already brought up by 
being a non standardised toy.

L E G S

Fig. 50 - Babyplay (2015)

Fig. 53 - Socktopus (2011) Fig. 54 - Taggies (2010) Fig. 55 - Baby octopus (2015) Fig. 57 - Sound outputs (2015)

Fig. 56 - Leg development (2015)

Fig. 51 - Octivity time (2015) Fig. 52 - Octopus plush (2015)
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For the materials, I sampled 
various different fabrics, the 
majority of which were  intended 
for upholstery as they tend to 
have much more varied textures 
and patterns, though some were 
plain in pattern but interesting 
to touch. For the prototype I 
tried to vary the chosen fabrics 
enough to be differentiable even 
with closed eyes.

After choosing a favourite shape 
with a flick, I sewed it in three 
different fabrics, which were 
supposed to be for the final 
prototype. While turning them 
to be right sides out, I realised 
another potential variance in 
shape, and decided that the 
corner flick in the leg seemed 
too aggressive, while removing 
the flick altogether looked too 
round. The ideal shape was the 
mid point, in which part of the 
flick came out but the corner 
was rounded off to look much 
more friendly and inviting. 
This became the final pattern 
piece for the tentacles.

The ribbon at the top of each leg 
hides the fold over so they can 
be hung in any position without 
having a front or back. The velvet 
material, again, adds another 
texture. This feature also makes 
the legs look like mismatched 
socks rather than mismatched 
legs, adding a comical aspect 
to the difference in fabrics.

Fig. 58 - Fabric selection (2015)

Fig. 59 - Shaping the leg (2015) Fig. 60 - Octemo legs (2015)
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After much research into 
contemporary toys, the fabric 
for this part was chosen to be 
boiled wool. The reason for this 
was because I didn’t want it to 
look like a mass manufactured 
soft toy that belonged in Toys 
’R’ Us  or Smyths. It is a made 
to order toy, intended for a more 
meaningful purpose compared 
to the majority of toys sold by 
large companies such as the 
aforementioned.

The head was changed from the 
initial prototype to be a bit taller 
so that it would be proportional 
to the size of the legs. This 
prototype had the right cutting 
pattern but after consulting with 
a fashion student, was found to 
have a poor finish, which caused 
it to have an accumulation of 
fabric at the top. To solve this, 
I had to add cuts in the seams 
so they could overlap and settle 
down. Each seam was folded 
on its own side to press down 
the stitching so they would lay 
flat after filling without the need 
to iron. EVA foam, polyurethane 
foam rubber balls and sponge 
balls were all considered when 
thinking of a type of stuffing to 
maintain the shape of the head, 
while allowing it to be squeezed. 
Standard toy stuffing, however, 
seemed to be most suitable. 

H E A D

Fig. 61 - Prototype of head (2015) Fig. 62 - Cutting the seams (2015)

Fig. 63 - Mymimi toys (2006)
Left to right

Fig. 64 - Creatures (2015)

Fig. 65 - Design dolls (2015)
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The prototype was made using 
an automated embroidery 
machine replicating the 
facial expression of the logo 
(fig. 71). Size was explored 
before embroidering  the final 
prototype, as well as the shade 
of pink for the cheeks.

Making use of one of these 
test pieces, I sewed another 
head to  display some of the 
accessories that could be 
purchased with the head, adding 
more character  while furthering 
the level of personalisation. 
These would be stitched on as 
adding velcro or other fastenings 
to make it detachable would 
spoil the look of the bare head.

The placement of the face was 
also significant as the lighter head 
looked cuter than the darker 
one due to a larger ‘forehead’, 
which mimics the features of 
a baby. For manufacture, the 
face would be specified to be 
positioned as low as the light 
purple prototype.

The bottom was left open to 
allow for stuffing and, of course, 
had to be sealed. The original 
plan was to use velcro but after 
stuffing the head to be quite 
firm, I realised that this may not 
be strong enough to hold it all 
in and could tempt the child to 
open it as velcro is easily pulled 
apart. It could also catch some 
of the stuffing, reducing the 
quality of appearance. Instead I 
used a covered zip of a similar 
colour. There are also snap 
fasteners sewn on to close the 
loops that hold the ring in place, 
with an added loop on top that 
could be used to hang it when 
not in use.

Fig. 66 - Embroidery tests (2015)

Fig. 67 - Octemo’s accessories (2015)

Fig. 68 - Zip and snap fasteners (2015)
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Fig. 69 - Final prototype (2015)

P R O D U C T  A N D  S E R V I C E

Having finished the final physical 
prototype, I went on to design 
the digital aspect of it.

As an independent toy, some 
branding had to be established, 
and so a brand name and logo 
was developed.

This was then incorporated into 
the website, through which a 
custom toy could be ordered.
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As a compound word made 
from ‘octopus’ and ‘emotion’, 
the name Octemo sums up the 
concept.

The logo recreates the key 
elements of the toy with the 
shade of purple chosen because 
it is seen as a unisex colour. 
The text is pastel purple, so not 
to blend in, nor be too sharp 
on the eyes. Pastel colours are 
also better for autistic children 
as bright colours can trigger a 
convulsion, although a pastel 
purple for the head looked quite 
feminine, which may reduce the 
appeal to boys.

From the first sketches and 
initial digital versions, the facial 
expression was edited to look 
less mass-manufactured and 
typical of many current cartoons 
and their merchandise. It also 
matches the style of illustration 
used for the avatars. The smile 
is quite small because there 
are some negative emotion on 
the legs, for example, sad and 
hurt. I wanted the face to have a 
smile so it looked content, but I 
also wanted to avoid confusing 
a child by having the toy ‘say’ 
negative feelings with a large 
grin. The head shape changed 
to replicate the prototype.

Though I looked at others, the 
font, shortstack, was chosen 
for its similarity to comic sans. 
Comic sans has very childlish 
connotations but is said to be  
more legible than an orthodox 
font for dyslexia and other 
learning disabilities, which 
can come hand in hand with 
autism. However, it is a common 
font so using one that is similar 
would make it harder to replicate 
while looking slightly more 
original. Shortstack can also be 
easily associated to children, 
and gives more character to the 
brand, particularly on the cards, 
than a uniform font like helvetica.

B R A N D I N G

O
ct

em
o The Octopus

O
ct

em
o The Octopus

Octemo The Octopus

Octemo The Octopus

Octemo The OctopusO

ctemo The Octopu
s

Fig. 70 - Sketches for logos (2015) Fig. 72 - Logo iterations (2015)

Fig. 71 - Logo design
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W E B S I T E
Image of toy Promo video
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Adds log in
component

Home Page

Create toy Contact usCharity
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Society
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Chose legs

Chose cards

Overview
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Before designing the website, 
I created a flow chart of the 
process a user would go through 
to order the toy. From this, I 
drew up an initial mock up of a 

few pages prior to consulting a 
web designer who advised me 
to look at Nike Id because of the 
choices available to customise 
shoes. I also looked at Mini cars.

Design
Suggestions

Pages

Key

Actions

Options

Fig. 73 - Task flow diagram (2015)

Fig. 74 - Nike ID Fig. 75 - Mini

Fig. 76 - Website iteration 1 (2015) Fig. 77 - Website iteration 2 (2015)
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As the creation process was 
imagined to be an activity for 
both the parent and child to do 
together, I also took inspiration 
for the site’s aesthetics from 
many children’s websites.

A third iteration of the site was 
drawn out onto post-it notes 
before mocking it up on Adobe 
Illustrator.

Fig. 78 - Website iteration 3 (2015)

Fig. 79 - Kids’ Pages (2014)

Fig. 80 - Nick Jr. (2015)

Fig. 81 - Play-Doh (2015)

Fig. 82 - Cartoon Network (2015)

Fig. 83 - CBeebies (2015)
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In the final iteration, the main 
banner was chosen to be a 
pastel yellow as it is a contrasting 
colour to the text and hence, 
would make it stand out more. 
The background was decided 
to be ‘under the sea’ themed to 
put the octopus into its natural 
habitat in an animated style, 
though a reduced opacity, white 
box allows for clearer viewing of 
the options.

The options had previously 
been assumed to have a main 
menu to select components to 
customise, i.e. the avatar, the 
head, the ring, and the legs, 
and a sub menu within those 
to select a part of it to edit, e.g. 
the hair of the avatar, displaying 
only relevant options. While 
mocking this up in Illustrator, I 
found that it created too many 
sub menus and made the page 
look too empty as the options 
for each section would be fairly 
limited. This lead to the creation 
process as it is now, with all the 
options for each part on display.

Fig. 84 - Website final iteration (2015)
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D E L I V E R
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C O S T  A N D  M A N U F A C T U R E

The manufacturing process per 
component would be as follows:

The head would be die cut and 
stitched in all available colours 
ready for an order to be placed.

£6.214 per metre of fabric
150cm wide (fold to cut)
9.5 heads from one metre
14.99/9.5
= £0.654 1.578 per head

£0.924 per kg of stuffing
0.02 kg per head
0.924x0.02
= £0.185 per head

£0.025 per snap fastener
x 4 needed
= £0.10 per head

£0.261 per zip
x 1 needed
= £0.261 per head

Total cost per toy = £1.20

Fabric wastage: 17.05%*

Hoping to help people with this 
product, I do not wish it to be 
exclusive and would prefer it 
to be less expensive. However, 
reducing the price too much can 
also depreciate its perceived 
value as well as slimming the 
profit margin, which needs to be 
high enough to pay off the initial 
manufacturing investment.

To make an informed decision 
on the ideal price, I further 
researched the price ranges of 
similar products on the market.  

A Build-A-Bear toy can cost 
from £10 - £30. These range 
from standard bears, to licensed 
characters but none include 
sound. For one voice box to be 
added to a teddy bear, there is an 
extra £5 charge. In comparison, 
my product includes nine.  
Accessories for the bears range 
from £1 bracelets to a £30 
wardrobe. (buildabear.co.uk 
22/08/15)

Other talking toys can range from 
£3.79 for a small Talking Tom to 
£28.61 for superstar characters 
of the range. (talkingfriends.com 
22/08/15)

Furbies, though not as similar 
to my product as the other 
examples, cost £64.99 at full 
price. (argos.co.uk 22/08/15)

The calculated cost estimate 
for the product doesn’t take 
into account factors like 
running costs and packaging, 
etc, and can be reduced if the 
labour and textiles are sourced 
internationally. Bearing this in 
mind, along with competitor 
prices, a reasonale selling price 
could be marked at £35.

In order to break even for 
costs such as tooling (£4254) 
and website development, an 
estimated 150 to 200 pieces 
would need to be sold, This may 
be possible within the first year.

Fig. 85 - Cutting layout for head (2015)

*software may calculate more efficient layout
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The voice boxes would be 
bought in and pre-recorded 
with all the set emotions in the 
voices of both a girl and a boy. 

£0.159 per voice box
x 9 needed
= £1.431

Total cost per toy = £1.431

The cards would be digitally 
printed on layered paper with 
a plastic coating. The backs 
would be pre-printed with all the 
available options of fabric, and 
the front printed as per order.

£30 cost for 1000 digitally 
printed business cards
30/1000
= £0.03 per card

Total cost per toy = £0.30

Total manufacturing cost
(1 toy)
= £28.097

The ring would be injection 
molded in silicone in the available 
colours in batch quantity.

£2841 cost of tooling
£3.67 per ring

Total cost per toy = £3.67

The hooks would be injection 
molded in white HDPE with the 
cartoons being UV printed on 
top per order. These could be 
made in mass as there is no 
option to change the colour of 
this component.

£1413 cost of tooling
£1.56 cost per hook

£0.33 UV printing per image
x 2 front and back
= £0.66 per hook

Total cost per hook = £2.22

Total cost per toy = £17.76

The labourers needed and the 
jobs they would need to do for 
this product are:

1 x operate cutting machinery
2 x sewing 
1 x stuffing
1 x stitching leg after stuffing
      (includes stitching ribbon)

The estimates for UV printing 
and card printing have been 
outsourced so no labour would 
need to be included for these.

Assuming 10 minutes to make 
one toy in a production line

£6.50 UK minimum wage
x 5 labourers
= £32.50 per hour

10 minutes production time
32.50/6
= £5.417

Total cost per toy including 
labour if made in the UK
= £33.25

The legs would be die cur 
and stitched around the edges 
leaving the top open to allow 
stuffing and relevant voice 
boxes to be added before being 
machine stitched onto the hook. 
The ribbon around the legs 
would be hand stitched after 
completing previous steps.

£10 per metre of fabric*
150cm wide (fold to cut)
24 legs from one metre
10/24
=£0.417 per leg

£0.924 per kg of stuffing
0.014kg per leg (approx.)
0.924x0.014
= £0.013 per leg

£0.032 per yard of ribbon
0.032/8 legs
= £0.004 per leg

Total cost per leg = £0.434
Total cost per toy = £3.472

Fabric wastage: 16.92%
*average cost as they will all be different

Fig. 86 - Cutting layout for legs (2015)
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E N D  U S E R  T E S T I N G

After completing the prototype, 
I went back to visit Amisha and 
Ruth to get some feedback on 
the end product.

There I observed Amisha play 
with the toy with her mother and 
on her own, for approximately 
two hours. During this time, 
Amisha was excited to receive 
Octemo, though the interest 
may have been heightened by 
the fact that it was a new toy.

She was calm with the voice 
recordings, which was positive 
as, previously, the possibility of 
a bad response to talking toys 
was suggested.

Initially, she had no inkling of the 
voices or emotions attached 
until she was prompted by her 
mother. She eventually realised 
the match between the cartoons 
on the cards and the hooks, and 
the legs and the card backs. 
Soon, she was matching the 
cards to the correct leg, 
stating her achievement as if 

she was waiting for positive 
reinforcement from Ruth. This 
suggests a doubt in her ability, 
though hopefully, continued 
use of Octemo will increase 
her confidence in matching the 
images together and then with 
herself and others.

Another key moment, was when 
she realised the sleepy avatar 
and said “Amisha tired, mummy 
tired, daddy tired”. This felt like 
a successful moment as she 
not only related the cartoon 
to herself, but transferred the 
emotion it was illustrating to 
other family members. This 
showed a prior knowledge of 
the emotion and so it didn’t 
teach her as such, but she 
was able to recognise and 
communicate the intended 
feeling from the image.

I also asked Ruth for her opinion.
“I would definitely be interesting 
in getting it for Amisha because 
it’s really cute, and I think she’d 
really like to play with it. Also, 

there’s not much out there that 
really helps teach children about 
different emotions, especially 
when they’ve already got 
communication difficulties... 
I think it will be really good 
to broaden her emotional 
vocabulary.

“She doesn’t know what, say 
angry and scared means, but 
she’s already copying the words, 
which is a start. It gives you a 
spring board to play games and 
discuss what angry might be 
and scared might be, because if 
you haven’t got any toys or any 
visual aids, it’s quite an abstract 
concept just to start talking to 
the child about it.”

Her comments on the website 
were also quite positive. Noting 
it to be very cute and easy to 
navigate, she suggested writing 
the emotions of the avatars as 
people interpret faces differently, 
I would definitely consider this 
as further progression may lead 
to less obvious emotions. Fig. 87 - Amisha playing with Octemo (2015)
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As I was leaving, Amisha held 
on to the toy seeming worried 
about it being taken away, and 
so she waved me out, “Octemo 
staying, bye bye”. This showed 
an interest and possibly, an 
attachment after just two hours. 

Leaving Octemo, and the 
relevant cards with them for 
a week, I asked Ruth to make 
notes on her observations of 
Amisha’s playing habits with the 
toy, along with any comments or 
suggestions she may have for it. 

Overall the feedback was 
positive, both from her point 
of view as a parent, and her 
daughter’s response.

“Amisha played with Octemo 
independently, showing a lot of 
interest in the toy and seems to 
really like it. She seems to enjoy 
exploring the different fabrics 
and textures and has been 
looking at the picture cards and 
matching them with the pictures 
on the legs. It really reinforced 

the learning process to have 
the fabrics matched on the back 
of the cards.”

As an educational tool, her 
comments on it were that “it is 
helpful to have a toy that starts a 
conversation with Amisha about 
different emotions. It’s helping 
introduce her to new emotional 
vocabulary and although she 
doesn’t understand all the 
words yet, it is a great tool to 
start this learning process.”

She also stated that “Amisha 
struggles to get the legs on and 
off, although a little challenge is 
not necessarily a bad thing.” This 
can, and will vary per person, 
although it is designed not to 
come off too easily, and  remains 
secure in case of rough play, or 
if they were to be taken out, or 
hung on a pram. In agreement 
with Ruth, it may be positive if 
adding or removing the legs 
is challenging, as it could help 
improve dexterity, though that 
would need to be tested for.

Suggesting other emotions 
to consider,  ‘calm’, ‘excited’, 
‘relaxed’ and ‘surprised’ came 
up. These were mentioned 
specifically because they are 
positive emotions. 

Currently, there are five 
emotions that are negative or 
lean towards being so, while 
‘happy’ is the only distinctly 
positive one, although the 
illustration for ‘hungry’ is smiling 
and can be taken positively. The 
other emotion is neutral. When 
deciding on these feelings, I 
had overlooked this aspect, 
choosing some basic emotions 
that seemed most important 
to learn as they are common 
occurences on a daily basis.

Another suggestion was to have
an on/off system/button as 
Amisha asked to take it to bed  
with her “and you don’t want a 
noisy toy in bed.” This was not 
something that had occured to 
me in the entire design process 
as it only speaks when pressed. 

A solution for this, without 
altering the design, would 
be to remove the voice box 
from the head and detach the 
legs. This would prevent any 
accidental sounds at night but 
would significantly reduce the 
size, which may make it less 
comfortable to hold. Removing 
the legs also removes the range 
of tactile textures that make it 
more appealing, consequently, 
reducing the interest in it. This 
may not necessarily happen, 
as the attachment could be 
towards the cute, friendly face, 
but is a possibilty.

To include an on/off system in this 
type of toy would be difficult, but 
one way to go about it could be 
to add a proximity sensor with a 
switch in the ring. The distance 
could be set so not to hinder 
the ability of taking individual 
components away. The switch 
would turn off the entire voice 
system, stopping it from making 
noise if it was taken to bed and 
could also conserve battery life.
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One potential change, that 
could widen the play element to 
multiple users, could be to have 
stickers, or velcro to stick the 
images on the hooks instead of 
UV printing them. A benefit of 
this is the reduced cost. It would 
also allow families with multiple 
autistic children share the toy. In 
a school situation, this could be 
much more effective, as each 
person could have their own 
card and matching stickers, but 
the school, wouldn’t need to 
invest in one toy each to be able 
to have matching illustrations.

Another change, or add on, could 
be a smaller version. Although, 
Octemo is a very ‘huggable’ size, 
and accommodates outings, it 
is quite big. It may be useful to 
have a smaller key chain version 
with or without sound to make 
outings easier or to reduce the 
size as a whole.

As the child develops and learns 
the exisiting emotions, more 
legs could be purchased to 

incorporate other feelings, such 
as frustrated, calm, excited etc, 
to replace the old ones. 

This would enable the website 
to become a service, with 
parents being able to create 
an account to buy individual 
components as they see fit. 
They could also create more 
than one avatar for multiple 
children or for themselves to 
create an illustrated family for 
the child to relate to others as 
well as themselves.

Furthering this, it could also 
be linked to an online ‘world’, 
adding a make-believe or 
genuine ‘social media’ site for 
parents to share ideas, stories, 
advice etc, and children to play 
educational games.

This product could also be 
associated to a learning 
programme with the toy given 
to families by a trust or clinic, 
in partnership with Octemo. 
The current emotions could be 

phase one, and when the expert 
nurse, doctor or psychiatrist 
feels, they have learnt it, they 
could add other emotions as 
phase two of the programme.

If the site was to become a 
service, it could be incorporated 
into the programme as a tool to 
track the progress of the child. 
It could also be used as an aid 
for parents, who would need as 
much education and support.

As the child grows,  the form 
and function may need to 
be adapted, to  address the 
child’s mental development and 
awareness of trends and age 
appropriate behaviours. Taking 
smaller, more subtle forms 
or connecting to a parent’s 
smartphone, to alert them of 
stress etc. are examples of this.

Such changes or progressions   
allow the product to grow with 
the child over years, rather 
than being discarded after a 
short amount of time.

happy

sick

sad

scared

angry

hungry

hurt

sleepy

I feel...

Fig. 88 - Octemo The Octopus (2015)
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Octemo aims to help children 
with autism express their 
feelings, and more importantly, 
understand them, by creating 
an association with textures 
and aesthetics of fabrics as 
well as avatars of themselves. 
This concept is far from what I 
expected my final outcome of 
University to be, but nonetheless, 
it is one I am proud of and hope 
to take further.

The end user testing shows that 
it is a step in the right direction 
and has potential to be a very 
helpful product for its intended 
use, not only for autistic children, 
but young children in general 
and even autistic adults. It does, 
however, need further testing 
with more people and in other 
environments, such as schools. 
It would also be interesting to 
see how children further along 
the autistic spectrum use 
Octemo, as well as children less 
affected by it. A difference in 
gender and age may also affect 
how useful it is.

For all this research to be valid, 
the most important opinion to 
take this project forward will be 
that of an expert in the field, such 
as Dr. Glenys Jones, researcher 
of educational interventions 
for people with autism, Lynne 
Moxon, consultant psychologist 
to Education and Services for 
People with Autism (ESPA), 
Christopher Gillberg, professor 
of child and adolescent 
psychiatry and chief physician 
at the Child Neuropsychiatry 
Clinic at Queen Silvia Children’s 
Hospital, Sahlgrenska. (NAS, 
2015, www.autism.org.uk)

Funding is also key to the 
development of this project. 
Ravensbourne alumni, Louise 
Philo, received funding through 
incubation. This could be a 
potential avenue. Another could 
be to present the idea to the 
Age and Ability Research Lab at 
The Helen Hamlyn  Centre For 
Design at RCA. Alternatively, 
crowdfunding may also be an 
option to consider.
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