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01 CONTEXT

When we were assigned our final capstone project, we were asked to reflect on 
issues we are passionate about, drawing from our personal experiences. One issue 
I care deeply about is eliminating stigma from our conversations about sexual 
health—particularly STIs, which are an issue I rarely hear talked about openly.

I was raised in a state that mandates abstinence-only sex education, and when I 
learned about STIs, they were presented as a shameful consequence, something 
that happens to reckless people having the wrong kind of sex. This both ignores 
basic truths about the nature of STIs—for example, you can contract an STI even 
if you’ve only ever had one partner—and unnecessarily moralizes a pertinent public 
health issue, adding to a black cloud of stigma that hovers around our 
conversations about sexual health and discourages people from seeking the 
treatment and support they need.

STIs are normal, and it’s time we start talking about them that way. According 
to the CDC, they affect one in five people in the US. Yes, they can be 
uncomfortable and scary, but, like getting the flu, they are a fact of life and 
most can be easily managed with treatment. Not to mention, the less comfortable 
we are talking about STIs, the less likely we are to initiate conversations with 
our partners about how to stay safe. So, I set out to create something that 
sparks a stigma-free, community-minded conversation about sexual health and 
sexually transmitted infections. 



02 RESEARCH

Throughout this project, we followed the IDEO framework for human-centered 
design. This allowed us to ground our projects in human need and to be guided by 
the experiences of our intended audience. In my case, this project drew heavily on 
user interviews and on the personal stories of the people I spoke with. 

As part of the research phase of this project, I conducted over a dozen 
one-on-one interviews: nine in person or over Zoom, and six written interviews 
with people who were unable to meet synchronously. My target demographic was 
young people in the U.S. between the ages of 18 and 30, a group heavily impacted 
by STIs. About half of my interviewees had been diagnosed with an STI; the rest 
had not. Interviewing people from a variety of backgrounds and experiences gave 
me a wealth of insight upon which to base my solution. 



02 RESEARCH

After completing my interviews, I used the 
IDEO framework (with the help of my group) 
to categorize my findings, identify some 
common themes. I found that many people 
struggle with feelings of shame when 
talking about sex and STIs, regardless of 
their STI status or whether they are 
sexually active, and that shame often 
hinders people from seeking support and 
from asking questions, keeping them in the 
dark. I also found that lack of awareness 
about STIs, and especially about risk and 
preventative measures, was very common 
among the people I talked to. In many 
cases, interviewees were aware of a lack of 
knowledge and expressed a desire to learn. 
Many said that their experiences with sex 
education in school and even with their own 
doctors had been insufficient, in many 
cases reinforcing the stigma around STIs. 



02 RESEARCH

Once I had identified significant themes 
from my interviews, I used the IDEO 
framework to create insight statements.

Among people I spoke with who had been 
diagnosed with STIs, one of the most 
important themes I noticed was a desire 
to know they were not alone in their 
experiences, especially directly following 
the diagnosis. This finding would guide 
the ideation for my project going 
forward. 



02 SOLUTION

For this project, I decided to create a 
zine dedicated to fighting stigma around 
sexual health. A zine felt like an 
appropriate medium because zines are 
traditionally community-focused and often 
address issues that are seen as taboo. I 
wanted this zine to be a space for people 
to share their unfiltered experiences, 
with the wholehearted belief that “stories 
kill stigma” and that hearing and sharing 
stories can result in greater empathy for 
our own and others’ experiences. I 
decided to call it “Off Limits” as a nod 
both to the importance of bodily autonomy 
and consent, and the fact that sexual 
health topics are unfortunately considered 
“off limits” in many circles.

Through my logo ideation process, I 
experimented with a variety of 
handwritten styles to convey intimacy and 
approachability. 



03 SOLUTION

As I began to construct a visual 
language and brand identity for the 
zine, I knew I wanted it to feel both 
polished and personal, evoking trust 
and empathy from the reader. I 
incorporated handwritten elements into 
the logo and the titling, as well as 
into quotes interspersed throughout the 
zine, and selected a monospace 
typeface that felt like the perfect mix 
of modern, friendly, and stark. I chose 
to ground my color palette in simple 
white and dark grey, with a bold red as 
an accent. 

My initial moodboard:

Typeface: Input Sans

ABCDEFGHIJKLMNOPQRSTUVWXYZ
abcdefghijklmnopqrstuvwxyz



02 SOLUTION
My wider vision for this zine is as a 
container not just for people’s stories 
but also for their writing and artwork, 
and in the future, I would like to open 
it up to contributors. For the sake of 
my capstone project, though, all of the 
visual content would be my own. As a 
photographer, the way I know how to 
tell someone’s story best is by taking 
their picture, so I planned a 
photoshoot with one of my interviewees, 
Rae, weaving quotes from their 
interview into the feature spread along 
with the images. The goal was to put 
the focus on their relationship with 
their body, and the resulting 
photographs put a face to a story, 
amplifying the personal impact of their 
words. 



03 SOLUTION

It was important to me to include an interactive 
element to the zine, as a way for people to reflect 
on the content and to connect with others. The last 
page features a reflection exercise that prompts 
the reader to reconsider their own presumptions and 
limiting beliefs about STIs. Finally, I applied the 
branding and the content I had created to an 
Instagram campaign as a way to reach new readers 
and contributors, encouraging people to join the 
conversation using the hashtag #storieskillstigma.



04 FINAL APPLICATION



04 FINAL APPLICATION

05 NEXT STEPS

Due to the nature of this topic and the fact that it takes a 
movement to break down the stigma that has existed for decades, 
even centuries, this zine would be strongest as a collaborative 
community effort. In the future I hope to build out the real-world 
social media presence of the project and to incorporate 
submissions into the first print issue. Once I open it up to more 
stories, it is also important to me to ensure that the zine 
includes more perspectives from trans people and people of color, 
as marginalized groups often face even more intense stigma and 
may lack much-needed access to health and educational resources.


