
Epione
Creating space for initimacy 

for sexual assault survivors



Preparation

Context

Given the sensitive nature of the subject, measures were put 
into place ahead of participant engagement including enrolling 
in trauma-informed training and community outreach.



Throughout the process, participants had full control over their 
involvement and information shared and were actively involved 
in reviewing materials to ensure they were comfortable with 
how their information was represented in the project.

This thesis project was completed over nine weeks in Costa 
Rica from late 2020 to early 2021. The project was completed 
under a number of constraints such as limited time and 
resources, language barrier, and social distancing measures.



Research

Over 12 hours of in-depth interviews were conducted with 
13 participants including sexual assault survivors, partners of 
survivors, people who struggle with asexuality, and subject 
matter experts such as psychotherapists, trauma experts, 
and research scientists. 



While every healing journey is unique, some common 
challenges cited by survivors and their partners during 
research include

 Survivors often feel a sense of loss of control
 Both partners feel disconnected with each other; an
 Couples look for ways to redefine intimacy.

“I wish I knew about breathing exercises 
and grounding sooner, because now it 
doesn't take me an hour to calm my 
body down.”

“I wish people would understand that it 
is also a traumatic experience for me, 
even though it didn't happen to me.”

P H O E B E  ( P S E U D O N Y M )

Survivor

M A R C  ( P S E U D O N Y M )

Partner of survivor

What did you wish you had more 
support with during your healing 
journey?



Insights

Performing a ritual gives 
people a sense of control

“I still get overwhelmed. I wake up, go for 
a walk, and journal. All these things I'm 
incorporating into my life are about 
making space for myself.

A N A  ( P S E U D O N Y M )

Survivor

Play creates a relaxed 
setting for exploration

“Play to me is a signpost of healing. Play is 
important, because it gets when when 
we're going through beginning 
processing, it gets us out of that intense 
focus on the pain and pleasure.”

D E V I

Sexual trauma expert


Rythm and synchrony 
help people connect

“Hearing each other's heartbeat is nice 
and relaxing when you lie on someone's 
chest.”

V A L E R I E  ( P S E U D O N Y M )

Struggles with asexuality

Normalisation helps build 
incremental steps

“[On going to dance classes to cope with 
involuntary reaction to physical touch] I 
wasn't great at it, but it made me feel like 
I was working on it.”

P H O E B E  ( P S E U D O N Y M )

Survivor

People look for ways to 
redefine intimacy

“The thing that's been most helpful is 
having them reframe sex as just being 
about making out this week, and work 
their way up.”

S A R A H

Psychotherapist




Ideation

Focusing on redefining intimacy, two design challenges were 
proposed

 How might we encourage couples to use synchrony as a 
means of being present

 How might we help couples connect with each other 
through non-sexual play?



Through multiple brainstorming sessions, the concept 
narrowed down to creating space that allows for bringing a 
moment of presence and calmness, building connection 
through play, and creating a relaxing environment.



Prototyping and Co-Creation

More than eight hours of remote and in-person co-creation 
sessions were held with survivors and couples who 
experienced intimacy issues. Conceptual digital prototypes, 
functional prototypes, and physical prototypes were explored 
with different forms and materials throughout the process.



One of the highlights was the card game prompted a couple 
who were experiencing intimacy issues to discover each 
other’s preferences with physical intimacy after having been 
together for over seven years. This reinforced that discussions 
around intimacy are still very much stigmatised even for 
couples who have been in long term relationships.





Impact

Epione was shown to the public in Costa Rica in February 
2021. During the half-day exhibition, at least three people 
came forward to identify themselves as survivors and shared 
that they were appreciative of the project. 



A partner of survivor who was involved in the research of this 
project shared how his participation in the project helped him 
process his own trauma, read about his experience here: 
https://badbit.org/proyecto-epione/

https://badbit.org/proyecto-epione/




Thank You
… to all the survivors and secondary survivors who came forward 
to share their stories, and everyone who supported the project.



This project is dedicated to anyone who has been affected by 
sexual assault.


