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Introduction 
This paper will address how my experience working in Rwanda required that I look beyond my 
design skills (and presumed expertise) to consider the complexities involved when designing 
appropriate and relevant solutions for people living with limited access to clean water, health care 
and education. When a shared verbal language and technologies are not present, these 
complexities are pronounced and a designer must be prepared to adapt his or her process to 
accommodate them.  
 
To evaluate my adaptations, I have divided this paper into two phases. The first phase occurred 
in Rwanda during the summer of 2008 while phase two was developed in Vancouver and applied 
in Rwanda in January/February 2009. These two phases consider how a designer can embrace 
the role of ambiguity in the design process and find adaptive methods to collaborate cross-
culturally. In so doing, the designer has the potential to advocate for the most appropriate delivery 
of sustainable outcomes when working with multiple stakeholders on complex problems in 
unfamiliar environments.  
 
Phase One: Rwanda 
I spent the summer of 2008 working on a sustainable development project. The purpose was to 
create a website for a group of weavers who were taking an environmental problem and turning it 
into an economic opportunity. The water hyacinth is an invasive plant wreaking havoc on the 
lakes and rivers of East Africa. This cooperative is extracting it and transforming the fiber into 
woven artifacts. At the start of the project, the need for a logo mark to uniquely identify this 
weaving cooperative became apparent since there were many other groups engaged in the 
weaving industry. My desire was to see the women be able to participate in the development of 
the logo in some way to avoid a typical design practice that might find me dominating this 
process. I employed a co-creation methodology by asking ten women to participate in sketching 
ideas for a logo on a three-by-five card. Since the use of the water hyacinth as a weaving fiber 
distinguishes this cooperative from others, we agreed on this direction for their logo. The final 
identity created was based on one of the sketches that emerged during this drawing workshop.  
 

       
 
The website was originally requested by the partner organization as a tool to increase awareness 
of both the weaver’s work and the environmental problem imposed by the hyacinth. While these 
ideas are important factors to showcase, I was concerned about introducing technological 
solutions to a community that possessed no computers or internet access. Since the weavers 
(who would normally represent my “client” in a typical design scenario) did not craft this brief (due 
to the lack of dialogue that could normally assess a client’s priorities), those outside of this 
community assigned a value to the type of design needed. My original intention was to create a 



site that the women could manage themselves. As this was not an option, I was challenged as to 
how my skills were going to contribute to a sustainable tool for this community. I began to 
question whether the website should have been the priority. How could I learn what these women 
really needed when we didn’t speak the same language? With their level of financial poverty, any 
form of help is favorably received. But can it be valuable if it isn’t appropriate? And how could I 
know more as a designer when I was relying on my own limited cognitive understanding of their 
reality? These challenges led me to consider alternative ways to approach design in this context.  
 
In the end, despite reservations, I made the website as per the requirements of the project. But I 
wanted to resolve the tension between my interpretations of their perceived needs and their 
actual and perhaps undetected needs. I became determined to move past the rhetoric and 
limitations of the website and engage more closely with the women and their perspectives. Ideas 
that surfaced in this process included a need to understand more about designing in and for an 
oral-based culture (where design in a formalized sense is less defined) and to appreciate the 
concept of designing with rather than for one’s client in a development context.  
 
PHASE TWO: The designer from a distance 
If I thought designing in Rwanda posed challenges, attempting to continue outside of that 
environment presented other levels of inquiry. Once I returned home, I found myself being 
positioned as a design interloper: one who involves herself in the affairs of others without 
permission. Because I was attempting to continue this work from a distance, I was challenged to 
consider if my ethnographic research approach would be valid. Since this next phase of research 
would require a team with varied skills and languages from different demographics and locations, 
I wondered if I would witness a realized outcome. Convinced that there was a need to investigate 
these ideas further, I set out to gain an understanding of the history and field of “development 
work” in order to consider how design could contribute to this field more appropriately. While I did 
not become an authority on this topic, I did notice common themes emerging. 
 
Development communications began with the idea that a system could exist to “transform 
individuals and societies from ‘traditional’ to ‘modern’.”1 This definition has somewhat shifted 
away from its modernist ideal but what remains is the idea of “informing the population, […] 
introducing the advantages of [the] projects, and recommending that they be supported.”2 While I 
am not focusing on development communications as a whole, part of its history becomes relevant 
because of how it has created a pattern of response from those the tools are intended to assist. 
This approach generates ongoing (and sometimes costly) projects with outcomes that often 
overlook the priorities of the village: 
 

If [communication needs assessments] are not envisaged in the programme design 
stage, it is difficult to allocate time and resources to these exercises. The impact of 
communication can be jeopardized by not having accurate information about the needs of 
the counterparts and by the reliability of available tools. Experience in monitoring and 
evaluating the impact of communication initiatives is comparatively weak, leading to the 
re-use of formats and campaigns regardless of their effectiveness in improving conditions 
of marginalized groups.3  

 
Because of the need for rapid solutions to intense problems, an understanding of how a given 
solution might impact the larger system can be a complex inquiry. If this inquiry is assessed too 
                                                 
1 Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, “Communication for Development Roundtable Report: Focus 
on Sustainable Development,” http://www.fao.org/. 
2 Ibid., “Communication For Development Roundtable Report,” http://www.fao.org/docrep/008/y5983e/y5983e01.htm. 
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quickly, a designed outcome may have the potential to be irrelevant or unsuccessful. Expertise 
can also be an impediment4 when it overlooks valuable indigenous knowledge and culturally 
relevant creativity within the community. Professor Ranjan, from the National Institute of Design, 
suggests a methodology of “village intervention with design for sustainable living.” This approach 
seeks to incubate the ideas within the village in order to progress forward in any design solution.5 
It also suggests that design plays a role in viewing an entire system rather than just its individual 
parts, which helps reduce misguided design interventions. Paul Polak’s principles of design for 
the underserved provide a sensible gauge for a designer who is situating oneself in this context: 
the poor customer should rule the design process and one needs to have “good conversations, 
with your eyes open, with at least twenty-five poor people before you start designing.”6  
 
Methodology 
With these things in mind, I set out to employ a methodology that could be used in a village in 
Rwanda to ask questions of the women so as to collect their ideas, innovations and insights. By 
introducing a design methodology into a development context, I wanted to create a tool that 
would increase the opportunity for conversations that would then lead to appropriate and effective 
design outcomes. I was not aiming to solve one specific problem but instead create a starting 
point for understanding the range of issues within a particular community at the initial stages of a 
design process and hopefully help shape future projects. I knew this information was complex but 
I wanted to move from a place of, as Goethe suggests, “interrogation to receptivity” by being open 
to the parts of a whole that I cannot see or interpret.7  
 
Cultural probes present a viable way to interact with a group of individuals who do not share the 
same language or demographic in order to gauge perceptions. A probe can include all forms of 
creative activities that can help address the felt needs of an individual or group when language 
may not be available. Since I am seeking to investigate tacit knowledge, the probe becomes a 
less clinical approach to help embrace the ambiguities of this knowledge. William Gaver 
comments about his use of probes in research, 
 

[They] were part of a strategy of pursuing experimental design in a responsive way. They 
address a common dilemma in developing projects for unfamiliar groups. Understanding 
the local cultures was necessary so that our designs wouldn’t seem irrelevant or 
arrogant, but we didn’t want the groups to constrain our designs unduly by focusing on 
needs or desires they already understood. We wanted to lead a discussion with the 
groups toward unexpected ideas, but we didn’t want to dominate it.8  

 
Gaver’s application of the probe was intended to offer design inspiration. Alternatively, empathy 
probes focus on “using the probes kit to allow the participants [to] collect data about their physical 
and social context, lifestyle, attitudes, and experiences.”9 In this case, the outcome creates a 
means for dialogue between a designer and the participants before design inspiration is 
addressed. In light of these two views of the probe, I chose to adapt them in my process by 
exploring their benefits for gaining empathy while also allowing for the possibility of design 
inspiration to emerge. 
                                                 
4 Kahane, Adam. Solving Tough Problems: An Open Way of Talking, Listening and Creating New Realities. (San 
Francisco: Berrett-Koehler, 2007), 53. 
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7 Wheatley, Margaret. “Change: The Capacity of Life.” in Leadership and the New Science: Discovering Order in a Chaotic 
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THE CONTENTS  
I included images sourced primarily from IDEO’s Human-Centered Design Toolkit for one 
activity.10 I included a translated explanation that asked two questions of each participant when 
viewing these cards: “What do you need everyday in your community” and “What do you want or 
wish you had for your community in the future?” Six red and green stickers were provided to 
utilize color as a means of communicating. The red sticker would identify the needs while the 
green would identify the wants. For each category, I asked the participant to write a number one 
on the most important need and most important want.  
 
I also redesigned the packaging for a non-flash, single-use camera so I could ask questions 
about the community in which the weavers lived, using visuals as a means to communicate. The 
list of images on the camera asked each participant to take a picture as she interpreted various 
statements. 
 

 
 
The last exercise asks the participant to draw images of things she perceives as improvements to 
her community. This activity was included to allow for ideas or thoughts to emerge that I might not 
have been aware of or have considered in the other exercises. It also allows for some free form 
expression similar to their previous experience of drawing on the three-by-five cards. My hope 
was that this activity would provide a reminder of how drawings can be used to create a dialogue 
(as done with the logo). A visual guidebook was also designed to assist in explaining how the kits 
worked and hopefully bridge any further gaps in understanding. 
 
When I considered how the probes would be used, I recalled that these women didn’t necessarily 
have a place where they could sit and contemplate the questions I was asking of them. There 
likely wouldn’t be a desk in their house that would allow them to sit down and draw on the 
supplied paper. And if there was, they didn’t have copious amounts of time to work on the 
activities, considering they had farms to tend and children to feed. This led me to create a “field 
bag” that would enable a participant to take the activities with them as they went about their day.  
 

                                                 
10 IDEO, Human Centered Design Toolkit, http://www.ideo.com/work/item/design-for-social-impact-workbook-and-toolkit/. 
 



 
 
Since this field bag was going to be used by women during their daily routines, I took into 
consideration how it could be transformed into a desk or table. I also needed to allow for the 
inclusion of common rituals (carrying children or farming tools) when designing how it would be 
carried. Because of these factors, I designed it to be worn around the waist while including a hard 
surface to write on.  
 
I researched locally available materials that could be applied to my prototyped concept. The 
material I chose comes from a 60% wool blanket that can be sourced on the continent. One 
blanket produced enough fabric for twelve bags. Each was sewn with one side remaining open to 
hold the contents (a button enclosure was added inside) while the other side had a stiff cardboard 
inserted to act as a hard surface (or a “field desk”) for the participant who lacked such resources. 
The total cost per bag came to approximately $2.50 CDN. 
 
OUTCOMES 
Ten Ziploc bags were returned to me filled with drawings, cameras and cards laden with red and 
green dots. Gaver’s original ideas about how one should “read” probes reduced the pressure to 
discover a finite outcome. The probes do not, “seek to minimize or disguise the subjectivity of 
[the] process through controlled procedures or the appearance of impersonality.”11 Consequently, 
I maintained a mindset that I would not rationalize the information upon its return so as to 
embrace the ambiguity inherent in this design process. 
 
Aspiration Cards  
Each set of twenty-five cards was sent back with twelve of the images coded with the colored 
dots. The cards selected by all ten women seemed to highlight similar needs and wants, from cell 
phones to firewood. After comparing all ten sets, I noticed that no one had selected the card with 
the money, the rippling water, or the landscape of lush green land. In the guidebook, I indicated 
that I wanted each person to write a number one on the most important aspiration in each 
category. Only a few did this and these individuals indicated that all twelve aspirations would be 
considered “number one.” One participant however, actually numbered her cards to identify that 
there was a top choice as well as a descending order to her list:  
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        NEEDS WANTS 
1. Clean water House 
2. Truck Tractor 
3. Education Health 
4. Shop for amenities Jerrican (fuel or water) 
5. Firewood Electricity 
6. Cell phone Computers 

 
This particular response was interesting because she was the only woman to code her cards in 
this way. In providing an order, she seems to suggest that picking one as the most important, is 
perhaps less relevant than understanding the multiple priorities an individual may possess.  
 
Cameras  
The film was developed and as it turned out, no one took all the requested images. Five of the ten 
rolls had some form of x-ray damage due to the airport screening process. Thankfully, many 
could be deciphered based on the order they appeared on the roll. The lack of completeness may 
have had something to do with available time, how the guidebook was interpreted or because of 
the unfamiliarity of the camera itself. These issues are of less concern to me as they can be 
adjusted in future explorations. What becomes more important is the possibility to have further 
clarifying conversations with the women about their respective photographs. With more inquiry, I 
can further understand what these photographs indicate and how they might impact future design 
directions. For now, they offer me a gateway into their cognitive understanding about the 
introduced concepts. 
 
Note Pad  
The drawings that emerged were varied; from sketches of roads and villages to individual benefits 
like cell phones or bikes. Many were mimics of the images found in the aspiration cards. A few of 
the kits included notes offering additional information associated with the drawing, while others 
were text-only and referenced a fear of AIDS and that “nice things are of gain to me.” I am aware 
of how development organizations have bred a mindset that keeps people believing that they 
need to answer a question in the way that satisfies the organizations expectations: “[When] 
you’ve lived on charity your whole life long, it’s really hard to say what you mean. And mostly 
because people never really ask you and when they do, you don’t think they really want to know 
the truth.”12 This subtlety may have contributed to the mimicry. 
 

 
 

                                                 
12 Novogratz, Jacqueline, “Tackling Poverty With Patient Capital,” Ted.com, 
http://www.ted.com/index.php/talks/jacqueline_novogratz_on_patient_capitalism.html. 
 



I also sent a short questionnaire that would ask further questions after the process was complete 
so as to gain additional insight for future levels of dialogue. My questions related to how the kits 
worked (or didn’t) and if the women had learned anything new from the experience. 
 
The field bags were carried like a purse as opposed to around the waist and are now apparently 
used to transport various personal items. While this doesn’t indicate how it was used by everyone 
at all times, it is perhaps telling that a women might prefer a more conventional function in order 
to make this type of research accessible and culturally appropriate. Since I wanted to provide an 
item that could be useful after the project was finished, further conversations with the women 
about the material and form could address new ideas for improvements. In response to my 
inquiry about what new learning occurred, the feedback suggests that they have learned about 
budgeting: “We learned the importance of planning our budget and saw that in fact, there was a 
lot of things that can be done using 500 francs a day.”  
 
REFLECTIONS 
Visual Tools 
Designing the field bag introduced an unexpected layer to my research. While not part of my 
initial thoughts for this project, the bag serves as a reminder of the value of design thinking in a 
given challenge; it seeks to consider how to navigate a whole system and not just its individual 
parts. This type of process can add value to the development field when attempting to assess 
needs and sustainable solutions in a complex environment.  
 
The drawings and photographs created by the women became important for me when I looked at 
how the aspiration cards were coded. Offering these cards seems to suggest that a designer 
already knows what people need, and therefore may infer a level of assumption about particular 
cultural values. If I had included my own set of aspiration cards (made from images I had taken 
while in Rwanda), I believe I would still have offered potential assumptions about a context that is 
not my own. Because of this, I am challenged to consider how to choose and/or use pre-selected 
images in this type of research. By offering the cameras over to the women, I attempted to shift 
the perspective of “designer as expert” and provide the participant with the opportunity to identify 
their own aspirations. This approach seeks to reverse “the dominant linear model of 
communication that privileges [the designer] as the codifier of messages.”13 
 
The visuals also become the means to initiate a dialogic encounter; a way to provide me with 
more information that will allow for further conversation when our respective languages do not 
provide a common starting point: “Images and graphics are created not simply to be transmitted 
by [a designer] from one point to another, but to spark a multidirectional visual dialogue with other 
[designers] and participants in remote locations.”14 From a design research perspective, I see this 
dialogue as part of the process of contextmapping, which acts as a tool to sensitize participants to 
the next stages of a design process.15 
 
Design in a development context 
Historical approaches to development projects have created a culture of top-down deliverables, 
and a particular mindset has been generated; one that seems to suggest that solving problems in 
the developing world requires an expert. In creating a website, that could not be sustained by a 
group of weavers in Rwanda, I found myself challenged to reconsider how design might function 
best in their context and approach problems in a way that did not “repeat the failing patterns of 

                                                 
13 Thackara, John, In the Bubble: Designing in a Complex World. (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2005), 184. 
14 Ibid., In the Bubble: Designing in a Complex World. (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2005), 184. 
15 Sleeswijk Visser, F., Stappers, P.V., & Van Der Lugt, R., “Contextmapping: Experiences From Practice.” CoDesign: 
International Journal of Co-Creation in Design and the Arts 1, no. 2 (April 2005): 119-149). 



the past.”16 My research sought to apply an appropriate cross-cultural design process that would 
alleviate this expert mindset and leave room for the underserved to be involved, even when we 
could not speak to each other in our native language. In doing this, I have sought to shift the 
perception about the role of design in this context by moving it “away from the material world and 
its visual artifacts toward a deeper understanding of natural processes and social relationships.”17 
This shift highlights the value of design research as a generator of “transformative artifacts that 
move the world from the current state to a preferred state” and positions the designer as 
someone who is able “to participate from their position of strength, from their application of design 
thinking; to address problems.”18  
 
The value of presence and absence in research  
For me, there are clear benefits and limitations in either being present or absent to a process. To 
be present with this community while in Rwanda afforded me the privilege to continue our 
conversation from a distance. Being absent allowed me to reduce the distraction that can occur 
when an expert is present; but it also required collaboration with others who had to interpret my 
research and translate it, in order to administer the probe. Navigating these two spaces requires 
both an awareness of the distinction as well as an understanding of how each position might 
impact the community and the design outcomes. 
 
Myths can affect research and outcomes  
Unfamiliarity has the potential to create myth and this can perpetuate ineffective responses to 
those on the periphery. Examples of such myths include the ideas that poverty can be donated 
into oblivion or that national economic growth and big business will eradicate it.19 I believe 
designers have sometimes been influenced by this misinformation and this has led to outcomes 
that miss addressing actual needs. In this case, the myth becomes a frame for continuing to offer 
solutions that may not consider those who must live with the outcomes. By being aware of these 
myths as a designer, appropriate and sustainable innovations can emerge.  
 
My aim has been to contribute to the demystification of these ideas by employing a probe to ask 
questions, create dialogue and therefore include the underrepresented in the process of design at 
the “fuzzy front end.”20 It would have been easier and more convenient to transfer design 
solutions that work in my context over to Rwanda. Instead, I have attempted to shift my thinking 
and design approach by trying to communicate with the women before recommending any design 
outcomes for them.  
 
In considering how to move forward, it is important to understand the complexities that may 
surface when working with people who are positioned on the periphery. Because there are gaps 
and associated assumptions, a space has been created where design must continue to explore 
its role in this contemporary society, so as to handle its influence and impact appropriately and 
sustainably: 
 

Every design intervention creates a disturbance in the environment in which it occurs. I 
propose that we, as information designers, should look at existing knowledge in the 
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sciences of observation, but should develop fast, and further the existing knowledge of 
effective intervention. This is not to be exclusively task-oriented, exclusively centered on 
the design brief, but also critical of the cultural impact that every public action inevitably 
has.21 

                                                 
 


