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Zenimals

Figure 1: Marie Roy (2024) Zenimals photoshoot 



Haworth, 2021

 “Changing locations throughout the day 
makes people happier and more 

productive. The key is designing spaces 
that accommodate the diversity of how 

work gets done.”
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Introduction

Figure 2: Marie Roy (2024) Haworth showroom visit



 For this unit, we had to implement a solution in a site-specific or context-specific 
manner, addressing installation and work facilitation concerns at four distinct 
locations: Charterhouse, Fans, Stockwell, and Haworth. The completed project had to 
function successfully within its context, facilitating contact with users while 
complementing the goals of the individual client or commissioning body. In the 
Haworth route, we were tasked to design an inclusive add-on to Haworth’s workplace 
furniture and accommodate the neurodivergent workforce into the office. A thorough 
conduct of historical, contextual, market, material and body observation research as 
well as prototypes and samples provided a logical continuity into the final making of 
the project. This essay will be a guide through the process and research conducted up 
to the end of the unit.



Context and Analysis

Figure 3: Marie Roy (2024) Sketchbook



 “Neurodivergent” is a nonmedical term that describes people whose brains develop or work 
differently. This means the person has different strengths and struggles from people 
considered “neurotypical”. The term “neurodivergent” came from the related term 
“neurodiversity.” Judy Singer, an Australian sociologist, coined the word “neurodiversity” in 1998 
to recognize that everyone’s brain develops in a unique way (Cleveland Clinic, 2022). Like a 
person’s fingerprints, no two brains are the same. Because of that, there’s no definition of 
“normal” capabilities for the human brain. Some of the conditions that are most common 
among those who describe themselves as neurodivergent include Autism, ADHD, Down 
Syndrome, Dyscalculia (difficulty with math), Dysgraphia (difficulty with writing), Dyslexia 
(difficulty with reading), Dyspraxia (difficulty with coordination), Mental health conditions like 
bipolar disorder, obsessive-compulsive disorder, Social anxiety, Tourette’s, and more.

Neurodiversity

Figure 4: Johns Hopkins University (2022) Neurodivergence at a glance 



Neuro-Inclusivity in Design

 To create a neuro-inclusive environment, there are some elements to consider 
when designing. For example, sensory-friendly elements - adding dimmable 
lighting, soft flooring and panels for better acoustics, sensory pods, different 
textures, etc. Another example is any zoning and way-finding aspects - defining 
zones such as meeting spots or individual desks by the use of coloured walls or 
carpet as clear signage. Finally, adding elements of biophilia - adding natural 
elements such as plants or water features, using earthy tones for walls or floors, 
and incorporating textures that mimic elements found in nature. 

Kurtsy Groves and Oliver Marlow, authors of Spaces for Innovation – The Design 
and Science of Inspiring Environments (2016, p.69), researched how different 
workspaces affect creative performance and psychological behavior. They have 
proved that adding personal trinkets and small additions like elements of nature 
improved the general behavior of the workers: “The psychological impact of a 
personalized space in the office has been examined. People report a greater 
sense of psychological comfort when they feel they have control over their 
workspace, working in a pleasant environment. As a result of simply enriching a 
lean space with pictures, plants, and personal accessories, both well-being and 
productivity rise by 27%”.

Figures 5-6: Modulyss (2018) Creating Neuro-Inclusive Spaces 



The Importance of Touch

 It is known that touch and feel are extremely important in the building of a person. We learn 
with touch while growing up. “We bond through physical touch. Skin is the largest organ in 
your body and sends good and bad touch sensations to your brain. When you engage in 
pleasant touch, like a hug, your brain releases a hormone called oxytocin. This makes you feel 
good and warms up emotional and social bonds while lowering anxiety and fear.” (Benisek. A, 
2023). In relation to this, weighted therapy, aka the feeling of heaviness on the body is a proven 
relaxing method, especially loved by neurodivergent individuals because their relation to touch 
is already deeper than any “neurotypical” individual due to sensory under and overload. Deep 
pressure therapy improves serotonin for happiness and focus and helps produce melatonin, 
the sleep hormone. It can be used to combat restlessness and impulsive behaviors that can 
make it hard to concentrate. Overall, it helps improve attention and reduce hyperactive 
movements due to stress and unease, and is especially helpful with those living with 
neurodivergence.

Figure 7: Michelangelo (c.1512) The Creation of Adam



The Power of Caresses, 2021

“Touch is the most 
immediate way to interact 

with our environment.”



The Importance of Touch

 To prove this point even further, the French Arte documentary (translated here) The Power of 
Caresses: Touch, a Vital Contact (2021) urges the need for physical touch in the building of a 
child, all the way to adult life. Babies learn by touching their surroundings for the first weeks of 
their lives, because they cannot see more than 30cm in front of them and they start hearing 
after 4 weeks. So, for their building, it is crucial that they feel the touch of their loved ones. The 
documentary also speaks of how Covid and social distancing changed how people interact 
with others, and how touch is lacking nowadays. Since physical contact makes the young 
child take conscience of himself, this can absolutely affect a child’s growth because they are 
missing the chance to build themselves and their surroundings. The documentary led an 
experiment where they kept monkeys alone and other monkeys together in cages. The 
monkeys alone died after a few months, and presented signs of growth alteration, a less 
developed immune system, and a difficulty to memorize even the simplest things. Their brain 
had a volume inferior to the average. This goes without saying that touch is the most 
important asset of our lives.

Figure 8: Arte (2021) The Power of Caresses



The Power of Caresses, 2021

“If touch is lacking, the organism 
as a whole is modified, and this 
goes for babies but also adults.”



The Overall Product

 In relation to this research, I have designed the Zenimals, a series of 5 modular weighted 
cushions in the shape of abstract animals. The aim is for the user to build a bond/connection 
with the cushion, just like a childhood comfort animal, a safe companion in the office. The 
abstract shape helps the product fit into the office landscape more, but also helps the user 
associate it with any animal or comforting shape they see themselves. It’s a personal 
connection that brings them a sense of belonging, something to take care of and that makes 
them want to come back the next day – because neurodivergence doesn’t end at the end of 
the workday, it doesn’t switch off when the person gets home. So, looking forward to 
something is a great way to keep the user engaged. The series of 5 can be assembled 
together like a puzzle sequence. That is an additional asset that provokes a sense of 
satisfaction to the user, when they’re tidying up at the end of the day and assembling the 
puzzle, it’s like putting the animals back home for the night. It’s a good way to wrap up the day 
and feel satisfied. (More on the technical research later on).

Figure 9: Marie Roy (2024) Zenimals photoshoot



Construction and Contextual 
Research

Figure 10: Marie Roy (2024) Zenimals technical drawing 



Haworth: The Brand

 G.W Haworth, an industrial arts teacher, launches Modern Products, a company selling wood 
items in the 1940s. In the 1970s, Dick Haworth, his son, takes over and extends the company, 
focusing more on office furniture. Since then, Haworth has expanded and has become a fully 
successful brand of office furniture. Today, the company is a globally recognized manufacturer 
of office furniture headquartered in Holland, Michigan, USA. In the evolving domain of modern 
workspaces, the company focuses on creating environments that enhance employee well-
being, productivity, and collaboration. With the work of designers Patricia Urquiola, Pablo 
Pardo, and Giulio Cappellini, Haworth's approach emphasizes customer-centric design, 
incorporating advanced technologies and materials to meet the dynamic demands of today's 
workplaces. (Haworth, 2021)

Figures 11-12: Haworth (2021) Heritage and Innovation



Figures 13-14: Build (2024) Designing an Inclusive office for neurodiverse employees 



Haworth, 2021

“Culture is as important as business strategy. It either 
strengthens or undermines your organization’s 

goals. Fostering a culture unique to your 
organization nurtures engagement and fuels 

innovation. And one of the most valuable tools to 
reinforce culture and drive business strategy is 

workplace design”.



Haworth’s Culture = 
Workspace Design

 The company website offers insight into 
their culture and beliefs. They insist on 
employee well-being, so that they work 
effectively, happily, and develop new ideas 
that grow revenue. The Competing Values 
Framework is a graph that shows the most 
important assets of the organization, 
according to Haworth: Collaborate, Create, 
Control, and Compete.

Figures 15-16: Haworth (2021) Organizational 
Culture: Competing Values Framework 



Contextual Research

 To start my contextual research, after looking into the areas of neurodiversity, touch, 
weighted therapy and Haworth’s identity, I looked at areas that were more about the physical 
shape of my product. I researched how professional brands used animal shapes in their own 
products, since it became a fashion trend in successful companies like Loewe, Radley, etc. 
They created recognisable animal shapes, but still retained some creative liberty. The 
Japanese Posture Pal (2020) was also inspiring because this one is an animal shape made 
specifically to be used in the office landscape.  

I was struggling with finding the exact shapes for my cushions because I wanted them to be 
just abstract enough to not look like any specific animal, but still recognisable as a sort of 
animal. I found a solution by taking Enzo Mari’s Animal Jigsaw (1957) and using his animal 
shapes, simply redrawing them more abstract. I redrew them over and over until I was satisfied 
with the shapes. This part also inspired me to add the puzzle aspect to them, so that they 
would fit together intricately.

Figure 17: Marie Roy (2024) Sketchbook



Loewe Elephant bag (2021) Charles Jeffrey Loverboy 
Gromlin bag (2017)

Radley Crossbody bag (2021)

Judith Lieber Crystal Bunny 
minaudière (2009)  Loewe Blowfish pouch (2022)

Thome Browne leather 
horse bag (2018)

Contextual research: Animals in professional brands
Figures 18-23: 

Marie Roy (2024) 
Animals in 

professional 
brands 



Abstract shapes to fit into the office landscape.

Figures 24-26: Marie Roy (2024) Sketchbook

Japanese 
posture pal



Enzo Mari Animal 
Jigsaw (1957)

Simplified shapes + puzzle

Figures 27-28: Enzo Mari (1957) Animal Jigsaw Figures 29-30: Marie Roy (2024) Sketchbook



Collaborating with Neurodivergent People
Material research and analysis 

 When designing for a specific group, it’s always helpful to include them in the process. It’s important to 
design for the neurodiverse with the help of the people who experience it daily. By involving them, the work 
taps into a knowledge that goes beyond theoretics. This ensures that the design will be truly neuro 
inclusive. 

It was tricky finding the right texture combinations for the Zenimals, because it had to be soft and not 
overwhelming, but also quite vibrant and attractive so that it was visible, and associated with an emotion 
or feeling of comfort. With different fabric samples from our first visit to Camira, as well as Haworth’s 
donated fabrics, I prepared a bunch of texture combinations and quilting samples. 

We had the chance to organise a focus group, with a panel of neurodivergent individuals. I gave them all 
the samples and observed their body language, which is the most telling factor of someone’s feelings. I 
observed which fabric they went for first, which is instinctively the most attractive one to them. This is how 
I chose the soft fabric, it was the one they were touching the most. Then, I had the textured fabric from 
Camira. They all agreed that by itself, the fabric is a bit overwhelming and scary because of the textured 
boucle. But if it is associated with a smoother fabric, then it naturally becomes much more attractive and 
they want to go touch it, feel both sides at once. This was how the idea of one textured and one smooth 
side was born.



Material research - outside and inside 

- Panel of people with 
different neurodivergent 
paths  

- Material samples exposed 
to them 

- Body language 

Figures 31-35: Marie Roy (2024) Fabric samples for the focus group



Secondary Research: The Conran Shop 
textured pillows

Tangible texture combinations

Figures 36-39: Marie Roy (2024) Textured cushions from  
The Conran Shop



“Yoredale” Camira - blend of wool and 
polyester bouclé  

Haworth - 100% wool linen
Figures 40-42: Marie Roy (2024) Haworth 

and Camira fabrics 



Collaborating with Neurodivergent People

 After finding the right fabrics, I made real-size prototypes of the shapes out of calico and 
handed them to both neurotypical and neurodiverse individuals seeing how they instinctively 
grabbed it and interacted with it, which part of their body they put the cushion on, etc. This 
observation allowed me to see where to add pockets for an added exploration aspect, as well 
as weighted quilting on the other side of the cushion to add this grainy feel (filled with rice) 
they enjoyed thoroughly. 

After this, came the colour combinations: once I had the two fabrics chosen, I tried all color 
combinations of two on a grey card background (33 Yoredale colours and 7 wool linen 
colours). It was a time-consuming process, but as my tutor said, “the right ones just pop out”. 
And they did. After a while, I settled on colors that would look good on the two sides of the 
same cushion, but also would be harmonious all together.  

The research process was conducted on both neurotypical and neurodiverse people – 
meaning project involves everyone, and doesn’t pick out the neurodiverse individuals to make 
them feel “different”. This is following the client’s own words. By logic, it is an all-inclusive 
design.



Body observation to see where to position pockets and weighted quilting

Final prototype 

Figures 43-47: Marie Roy 
(2024) Body observations, 

sketchbook and final 
prototype



Figures 48-50: Marie Roy (2024) Sketchbook



Colour research 

Figures 51-55: Marie Roy (2024) Colour samples and combinations



Possible colour 
combinations

Figure 62: Marie Roy (2024) 
Zenimals colour 

combinations



Fabrics, finishing and edges - identity of the brand

Haworth’s signature making

Imitating it in my product, so that 
it fits the identity of Haworth.

Figures 56-61: Marie 
Roy (2024) Haworth’s 

accent stitches



Respecting Haworth’s colour palette 

Figure 63: Marie Roy (2024) Sketchbook



Openest collection double booths by 
Patricia Urquiola 

Figures 64-65: Marie Roy 
(2024) Zenimals photoshop 
on Openest double booths



Conclusion 

Figure 66: Marie Roy 
(2024) Sketchbook



 Looking back on unit 7, the idea has bloomed greatly from just another project into something 
that could professionally go somewhere - or so people say. During the Clerkenwell Design Week, I 
had the chance to expose my work in the Haworth showroom. The public truly appreciated the 
idea, and believed it worked in the office setting, but could even be expanded to go anywhere. 
One person I particularly remember was planning to build a school for neurodivergent children 
and believed my cushions would be perfect for it. For the future, if I ever developed the project 
into something more, I would replace the non-sustainable aspects (polyester filling) with 
something completely environmentally friendly. I already made prototypes with fabric waste 
inside the cushions. It was the initial idea and didn’t stay until the final product only because of 
the amount of time it took during the making process. I would have also loved to organise a 
second focus group with a panel of different neurodivergent people, to be able to listen to more 
opinions one last time before starting the final making. It would be an absolute dream to make 
more bespoke cushions for customers and end up with a family of Zenimals!



Fabric waste as filling 
in the prototypes - full 
circle 

Figures 67-69: Marie Roy 
(2024) Fabric waste as 

filling



Figures 70-73: Marie Roy (2024) Zenimals final photoshoot



P
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e
r

Haworth showroom for Clerkenwell Design Week

Figures 74-75: Marie Roy (2024) Final poster and showroom display 



Project Statement



Marie-Charlotte Roy

Zenimals are modular weighted cushions shaped like abstract animals, which can also fit 
together as a puzzle. These cushions offer comfort and grounding for neurodivergent 
individuals through weighted therapy, providing sensory support. 

The cushions feature pockets on the first - more textured - side, for an added exploration 
aspect, as well as weighted quilting on the other, smoother side. 

Because the office workplace can be source of a lot of unwanted stress and anxiety, Zenimals 
deliver a sense of security, a safe companion in your work environment.

Zenimals 



Link to Visual Contextual Research Presentation

Appendix 1

https://artslondon-my.sharepoint.com/:b:/g/personal/m_roy0420221_arts_ac_uk/
EcCtjO2uw45KjP5E80TYhmUB84pHWy6iFeH_p0G4DJpHHw?

email=m.roy0420221@arts.ac.uk&e=Cl7JKv

https://artslondon-my.sharepoint.com/:b:/g/personal/m_roy0420221_arts_ac_uk/EcCtjO2uw45KjP5E80TYhmUB84pHWy6iFeH_p0G4DJpHHw?email=m.roy0420221@arts.ac.uk&e=Cl7JKv
https://artslondon-my.sharepoint.com/:b:/g/personal/m_roy0420221_arts_ac_uk/EcCtjO2uw45KjP5E80TYhmUB84pHWy6iFeH_p0G4DJpHHw?email=m.roy0420221@arts.ac.uk&e=Cl7JKv
https://artslondon-my.sharepoint.com/:b:/g/personal/m_roy0420221_arts_ac_uk/EcCtjO2uw45KjP5E80TYhmUB84pHWy6iFeH_p0G4DJpHHw?email=m.roy0420221@arts.ac.uk&e=Cl7JKv


Correspondances

Appendix 2





Figures 76-90: 
Marie Roy (2024) 
Correspondences 



Sustainability Audit

Appendix 3

 In terms of sustainability, Zenimals are quite friendly. For materials, wool linen is 100% 
sustainable: it’s renewable (wool comes from sheep, which can be sheared annually without 
harm, and linen is made from flax plants) and is biodegradable. Sewing machines use 
electricity, no petroleum or anything harmful to the planet. The polyester in the second fabric 
(wool and polyester blend boucle fabric) as well as the polyester filling are the only non-
sustainable aspects. But if I had the chance to develop the project more in the future, I would 
make sure to find a completely sustainable fabric like a blend of wool and cotton, or lyocell 
(composed from cellulose derived from wood) boucle fabric. For the filling, I already made 
prototypes with fabric waste inside the cushions. It was the initial idea and didn’t stay until the 
final product only because of the amount of time it took during the making process. If the 
fabric is shredded thin enough, the feeling is the same as polyester filling. Then the product 
would be completely sustainable, and waste-free. It would be a full-circle recyclable Zenimal.

Figure 91: Sharetings (2024) Recycle Right



Costing Price

Appendix 4

Figure 92: Marie 
Roy (2024) Costing 

price table
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Thank you for reading!


