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Introduction

There are many period tracking apps out there. They all glamorize “that time
of the month,” with user interfaces involving bubbles, flowers, and lots of pink.
Unfortunately, most people do not delight in “Aunt Flo’s” monthly visit. Let’s
be real, menstruation is more Quentin Tarentino bloodbath than My Little Pony
friendship circle. We intend to invert the formula with a zombie themed period
app, 28 Days Later. The tracker will lean heavily on pictorial representations
rather than words, with a tide of zombies standing in for symptoms such as
bleeding, pain, and mood swings. It may also include some form of shared data,
so users can compare cycle lengths and symptoms to find out whats normal and
what might not be.
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2

Target Users

Broadly, the app is targeted at biological females in their 20s to 30s who aren’t
charmed by flowery period trackers. In this phase of the project, we began to
focus down on what might cause someone to dislike the existing pastel period
trackers. We identified three specific categories of users:
1. Users who don’t want to see “pretty” things associated with
periods. For example, they may have very bad PMS or heavy flow.
2. Users who prefer less feminine themes. For example, horror lovers
or people who enjoy grossing out their male friends.
3. Users who feel existing apps are too obviously period trackers.
Zombies are more discreet than pink calendars.
Given the nature of the research, we gathered most of our data from users in
the first and second categories. People embarrassed by their periods are less
willing to spend time discussing it!
We aimed for people in our peer groups, in their 20s-30s. Though we don’t
intend to specifically exclude fertility tracking from the app, we wanted to keep
our scope relatively narrow. Therefore, we avoided talking to people who use
period trackers to try for a baby.
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Research Methods

We chose to conduct a survey and a cultural probe, so that we could get a
good mix of hard data and subjective theming information. For the survey,
we were particularly interested in getting information about how people used
period trackers and other planning apps in the past, as well as critical features
for the app. Which symptoms were most surprising? Did users need to see
periods far in advance, or did they just want to be warned about the upcoming
one?
The cultural probe helped capture the more nebulous element — the app’s
look and tone. For example, how do we unambiguously depict symptoms like
bleeding or cramps? Do our target users prefer to look at more sterile zombies, or
eye-poppingly gross ones? How do users conceptualize their periods, in general?
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Survey

We asked survey respondents questions about their periods, about their existing trackers, if any, and about their preferred style for zombie themes.
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4.1

Periods

1=Not at all, 5=Always aware of them
• The majority of respondents (30 out of 48) felt their periods were mostly
regular.
• Only 25% took note (mentally, physically, or digitally) of when she will
be ovulating.
• Every respondent reported at least one menstrual/PMS symptom within
the last 90 days.

4.2

Theme

This section of the survey covered several different theming alternatives: zombie
style, color palette, and calendar layout. Overwhelmingly, respondents picked
cute, stylized zombie images over more graphic or gory options. For color
palette, the respondents generally preferred a balanced palette of bright colors.
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Finally, respondents seemed to prefer a traditional calendar that showed a
full month vs. a more compact representation of upcoming or previous days.

4.3

Existing trackers

• 71% of the 48 survey respondents are using some sort of tracker app.
• Respondents’ favorite apps were either tracking their menstrual cycle (18
of 48) or some sort of calorie/exercise/weight (19 of 48). Only one respondent tracked both, and one respondent was tracking sleep. 11 people did
not respond with a tracking app topic.
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• Of the 36 people that told us about their favorite tracker app, only 2 said
it was not the application they used most often.
• 19 out of 37 respondents reported data entry times of 1-20 seconds and
12 out of 37 respondents reported 21-59 seconds. Essentially, 84% of
respondents who use a tracker app are able to log data in less than one
minute.
• Over 34 (76%) of respondents have been using their favorite app for longer
than 6 months.
Respondents liked apps with robust databases, easy logging process (one click),
and they preferred apps that had data visualizations, looked modern, and had
readable text. They disliked apps with difficult navigation, bad or frequent
interaction with other apps, little customization, and poor notification systems,
forcing them to open the app. They also cited privacy concerns, as well as
remarking on how overly pink or “girly” the trackers were.
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Cultural Probe

We provided users with a 6-page booklet of zombie and period themed activities,
along with pens or crayons. We observed the process but did not interfere.
However, we did allow participants to fill out the booklet near other people if
they wanted to. This sometimes led to interesting interactions with the people
nearby.
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In one case, a participant frequently asked the other (male) people sitting at
the table for zombie drawing advice. Discreetness may be less important to the
app than we thought!
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One surprising benefit of using a cultural probe was the sheer range of responses
it encouraged. It paired very well with the strict, easily quantifiable results of
the survey. No two people chose the same three symptoms, and the symptoms
weren’t straight off the Wikipedia page for “menstruation”.
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There were six tasks in the cultural probe:
1. Draw a zombie version of yourself on your period. This task was
intended to illustrate the intersection between zombies and menstruation.
Participants included zombie-like characteristics in the illustrations, including gaunt bodies with green skin and ripped up faces. However, these
characteristics were balanced by period symptoms. For example, the faces
of zombies expressed sadness, exhaustion and irritability, rather than aggression and mindlessness.
Additionally, participants chose to illustrate symptoms they experience
during their period that reflect zombie characteristics. One woman illustrated herself as a zombie uncontrollably drawn to chocolate. Another
drew herself spaced-out on a couch, tv remote in hand.
Surprisingly, most women focused more on psychological symptoms than
physical ones. A wide range of emotional states were represented, including apathy, anxiety, confusion, sadness, and irritability. In contrast, few
participants focused on physical ailments. Women focused on physical aspects of their period on other tasks in the cultural probe, but when asked
to draw themselves, specifically, as a zombie, they focused on their mental
state.
2. Write a haiku that could describe your period or the zombie
apocalypse. This task was the verbal equivalent of the first task. A
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haiku only has three lines and a total of 17 syllables, so participants were
encouraged to choose their words carefully and focus on only one thing
that applied both to menstruation and to the zombie apocalypse. Again,
most women focused on psychological symptoms, but the responses gave
us more insight into specific vocabulary we could use.
Again, women mentioned anxiety, sadness, apathy, anger and food cravings; however, they also included more physical symptoms, including heavy
bleeding, sharp pain, and nausea. Some words were common to multiple
cultural probes, including ”ice cream,” ”slowly,” and ”stay.” This exercise
would probably be more illuminating if we had a larger sample size and
could identify more common words used to describe menstruation and
zombies.
3. Draw representations of your three worst period symptoms. In
this task, we hoped to find out the most significant period symptoms
women typically experience. Again, food was a common theme. Of our
7 participants, 4 mentioned food cravings in this section. A total of 6
participants mentioned food at least once in the cultural probe. Specifically, bacon, cheese, ”endless food,” ice cream, brownies, cake, cookies
and chocolate were mentioned.
Stomach pain, heavy bleeding, and cramps were included in the symptoms
depicted, in addition to irritability, tiredness, sadness, and mood swings.
Although participants continued to include psychological symptoms, in
this section there was more balance between physical and mental period
symptoms.
4. Turn the uterus into a zombie. During our first brainstorming session,
we considered including zombie uteruses in our app. There were two main
ways women turned the uteruses into zombies. Four women used the
ovaries to depict the zombie’s eyes, and the rest of the uterus to depict
just the zombie’s face. These zombies tended to look more like aliens or
other types of monsters and relied more on context. For example, one was
eating a brain, and one was holding a bleeding animal.
The other 3 women used the fallopian tubes to depict arms, making the
uterus a zombie torso. These zombies were more realistic, since the participants had more freedom with the head and legs. They were more
expressive and more identifiable.
5. Tell a period horror story. This section gave women an opportunity
to consider their period in a broader context. Rather than focusing on
the subjective aspects of menstruation, they took a more objective perspective. Specifically, most focused on the embarrassing and gross parts
of their period.
Most of the stories were somewhat graphic. Blood and other bodily fluids
played a much larger role in these stories than in the other tasks. Blood
was central to 4 of the stories, one of which included mucous, and bile
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and vomit were mentioned in another. Some realistic, awkward and embarrassing situations were described, while other women focused more on
the ”horror” aspect of the task.
6. The circle below represents your menstrual cycle. Fill in the
ring with an abstract collage to represent your mood during each
stage of the cycle. This task was meant to illustrate how women feel
during different times in their cycle, not just during their period. Most
women drew cheerful illustrations outside of the menstruation section,
with especially happy images in the week following their period. A few
included negative images and colors just before menstruation began.
Red and black were mostly used in the menstruation section, while a
variety of colors were used elsewhere, including green, pink, orange and
blue. Notably, two participants did not note differences between sections.
One simply wrote ”Im on/getting my period” to indicate that the month
was not clearly divided into well defined sections.
We should have used an image without defined regions to get a better
sense of the reality of women’s cycles. Not all women have a 28 day cycle
with 6 days of menstruation. By dividing the circle into three parts, we
likely influenced how the participants characterized different parts of the
month.
The women who filled out the cultural probes were enthusiastic about the
project. They felt more comfortable filling them out with others and really enjoyed sharing their responses. Although they may have influenced each other’s
responses, being able to observe the interactions was invaluable. In public,
women rarely talk openly about their period, but our participants enjoyed comparing symptoms and sharing embarrassing stories.
We had not planned on including much of a social component to the app;
however, the results of our research indicate that this could be an important
feature to develop.
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Conclusion

The cultural probe gave some surprisingly detailed information about our users.
A question on the survey asked “how regular are you?” but the probe showed
a wheel shaped diagram of the average cycle. Some users colored neatly inside
the borders of the wheel, while others scribbled madly over the drawable area.
One user wrote, all in black crayon, “I MAY get my period”.
The freeform nature of the probe also led people to give more unconventional
insights about their attitudes toward periods, like whether they actually cared
if people saw what they were working on (most participants didn’t).
The text responses for surveys gave interesting data too. One respondent
complained that their current tracker gave “ads for baby stuff when period is
late.” Not only did this point toward a need for less fertility-focused apps, it also
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spoke to some of our thoughts about data sharing. Several other respondents
mentioned privacy concerns offhand. Also, the comments about one-click entry
and the hassle of entering an app suggested that a widget might be a good
option.
We look forward to incorporating more room for open-ended responses in
the future.
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Participation Summary

All team members contributed questions and ideas to the survey and cultural
probe during the initial brainstorming. Afterward, Skatje and Toni worked on
constructing and administering the survey, while Janeen and Mia took on the
cultural probe. All team members worked to find participants. Skatje, Mia, and
Toni captured notes. Janeen compiled the information into the project report
and slides.
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