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Context.
Design & Rehabilitation was an 
RSA initiative, begun in 2009, to 
teach design to people with 
spinal cord injuries as a route to 
independence, resourcefulness 
and greater control over their 
lives. This is a report on a series 
of pilot design workshops, co-
ordinated by the RSA, for 
rehabilitation inpatients and ex-
patients of three spinal injury 
centres in partnership with the 
design departments of three local 
universities. Funded by
the Sylvia Adams Charitable 
Trust, the workshops took place 
between October 2011 and 
February 2012.



Design & 
Rehabilitation. 
(The project)
PGStudents from MA 
and M.Des Design 
studying in cross 
disciplinary groups 
designing with and for 
SCI participants, 
supported by staff 
from 2 departments 
and researchers from 
the Sheffield Hallam 
University Art & 
Design Research 
Centre’s Lab4Living.



The design process.
A ‘service evaluation’ and 
pilot study with the aim of 
leading to a bigger enquiry. 
The research and design 
team furthermore wanted 
to establish shared 
ownership of the project 
with the Spinal Cord Injury 
participants. It was made 
explicit that this was a 
joint enquiry; an 
opportunity for shared 
learning and to break the 
stereotypical view of the 
designer’s role as the 
‘expert’ drafted in to solve 
functional problems 
identified by the users.



The design process.
Contd:
6 workshops over 12 
weeks - Each session 
was recorded using 
video, and closed with 
informal feedback from 
the participants asking 
them their opinions 
about the session (eg 
funniest, most 
surprising, comment of 
the day). Each session 
was also followed by a 
more formal debrief 
among the design 
research and clinical 
team. 



Enabling

Understanding

Aims & Objectives

This project aimed to:
• Increase participants understanding of design/ways of thinking about design
• Enable participants to recognise and identify potential applications of design to their 

own personal circumstances
• To increase participants confidence in approaching everyday challenges that living 

with a spinal cord injury brings



Activism and Civic Participation

Designed and visualised with the community

The workshops inclusive and all activities were co-designed with end–users. Some medical 
staff were able to actively participate in the whole design process, others less so. The 
project had the added benefit of bringing together 2 key concepts; co-design and design 
thinking. It is hoped that the results have, in the best cases, allowed individuals to take 
better control of their daily lives.



Design Thinking

Co-Design

Social Interactions and Relations

This project brings together patients, doctors, carers, experts with staff and students from 
Sheffield Hallam University. The participants worked together to identify, conceptualise 
and refine responses to individual daily issues that arise as a result of one or more 
participants suffering from a serious spinal injury; working together, bringing people 
together to understand and consider how design thinking can impact on the situation(s) 
resulted in bespoke response(s) that serve the real needs of those directly affected by the 
situation.



Sheffield Hallam University’s Art & Design Research Centre and specifically the Lab4Living 
has been actively working on projects that bring together researchers from design and 
healthcare. Lab4Living’s aim is to propose creative strategies for the development of future 
living environments in which people of all ages and abilities re enabled and empowered to 
live with dignity, independence and fulfillment. This project brings together members of the  
Lab4Living with Sheffield citizens to co-design; the results of which can have real impact 
on individuals, neighborhoods and the city.

Design for Empowerment

Designing for Dignity

City



Appropriate Design

Co-Design

Production, Distribution and Consumption

This project elicited responses that served the specific needs of individuals be them 
patients, their doctors or carers. The focus was on not on designing artifacts rather it 
focused on using design thinking to increase participants confidence in approaching 
everyday challenges that living with a spinal cord injury brings.



key concept

Co-Design

Multidisciplinary Design

Skill Training and Design Education

This project brings together students from different courses along with external experts 
and stakeholders allowing the participants to work in multidisciplinary teams, combining 
competencies, understanding and skills.  As a result of this students developed new 
personal skills which they were able to put into practice during their time on the project.



Job Creation

New design competencies

Local design

This project developed understanding in students (and other stakeholders) of the wider 
employment/entrepreneurship possibilities open to graduates through local, small scale 
activity over larger at length activity that almost always divorces the designer from the 
user. 



ideas sharing

envisioning in co-design sessions

Storytelling and Visualisation

The audience is varied with designers, design and health students, stakeholders in the 
broad area of design & health, local authorities and such like. Photography, video and 
presentations have been the main dissemination tools for the project. 



www.shu.ac.uk

www.shu.ac.uk/sia

r.bateman@shu.ac.uk
c.claire@shu.ac.uk

Sheffield Hallam University
SIA DESIS Lab
United Kingdom


