
22st DMI: Academic Design Management Conference 

Impact The Future By Design 

Toronto, Canada, 5-6 August, 2020  

Copyright © 2020. Copyright in each paper on this conference proceedings is the property of the author(s). Permission is granted to reproduce 
copies of these works for purposes relevant to the above conference, provided that the author(s), source and copyright notice are included on 
each copy. For other uses, including extended quotation, please contact the author(s). 

 
 
Empathetic proximity: A comparison of LEGO serious play, Scene-it 
(SAP) and design ethnography in gathering rich user-centred data in 
low resource conditions 
 
Jo’Anne Langham*a, Neil Paulsen b and Chrystia Chudczak c 

a & b University of Queensland; c University of Ottawa 

Most design research takes place under considerable time and resource constraints. Therefore, design researchers 
are inventive. They compromise by balancing a range of considerations including access to representative samples, data 
sensitivity and personal safety, with differing approaches to understanding people to gather the richest data in the 
quickest manner. The optimal technique is not always practical or possible due to a range of real-world factors. To 
explore design methods and related pedagogy, we used action research to investigate the effectiveness of three design 
research activities: Lego Serious Play (LSP), Scene-it and field studies, in low resource conditions. The research was 
conducted in Pakistan as part of a design project to enhance female home-based worker’s (FHBW) financial 
independence with digital tools. We also explored the use of westernised design methods in non-traditional contexts. 

Results showed both Scene-it and LSP had unique advantages as design activities, confirming their role as core 
exploratory and ideation techniques. However, field studies (design ethnography) had the greatest personal impact on 
the researchers and the design trainees, providing insights about the design requirements that did not emerge with the 
other tools. Field studies enabled the researchers and trainees to develop higher levels of empathy with the FHBW. The 
action research methods challenged the research team to ensure rigourous contextualisation of design techniques. We 
provide a list of principles for conducting co-design or design research in culturally foreign contexts. 
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Introduction 

Our research in context 
A real danger exists in being a Western designer and designing for people from a different culture, with 

different values and norms. We tread cautiously in this narrative of the work we conducted in Pakistan in 2019. “Do 
no harm” was a mantra we placed foremost in our thinking when working with the Pakistani people. Long before 
we made the journey to conduct the work, we were aware of the challenge and of the potential damage we could 
bring through conducting design activities, teaching design and engaging with locals in culturally foreign ways and 
tools. This approach was particularly pertinent as design or “design thinking” is a recent phenomenon in Pakistan 
(Ansari, 2016). Local designers have criticised the introduction of design methods as disrupting the humble local 
design community and also increasing the power of government organisations (Ansari, 2016). The main focus of 
design practice in Pakistan is on social issues and the challenges of marginalised people (Kulick, 2017).  

The lead author’s experience with the Pakistani culture had been through the delivery of the government 
funded aid course: Women in Executive Leadership, which is an Australia Awards scholarship to applicants who 
meet criteria to enrich and empower women in East Asia. This course was delivered predominantly on location in 
Australia and online. The other two designer’s had no experience in the Pakistani context1. Many of the stories we 
heard through our discussions with the women who had travelled from Pakistan to Australia, were grim and 
shocking. We were fully aware of what the reality of the lived experience would bring to our understanding. We 
expected poverty, pollution, gender discrimination and extreme class differences. But in reality, we had no idea 
what those issues truly meant. 

Our lead author (an Australian) was commissioned through the Japan International Co-operation Agency (JICA) 
to deliver a two-week training course to support the development of a microfinancing application (app). This app 
was being developed by a local company to support financial independence for female homebased workers 
(FHBW). We would bring the methods and thinking that we had instilled in the Australia Awards course to these 
local designers. The delivery team included two other designers who were highly skilled in facilitation, photography 
and other human-centred design (HCD) techniques. Our Canadian colleague was also a skilled Lego Serious Play 
(LSP) facilitator. Our in-situ design team was all female. 

We knew we would face the challenges that always come with working with a technology company focused on 
deadlines and productivity. These challenges are the norm in teaching design methods. We also understood the 
difficulties we would face due to language barriers and restrictions on where and how we could travel. However, 
we also contended with unexpected cultural issues such as punctuality, focus, influence of gender bias and 
geographical distances. Many of these issues were outside the control of the trainees. For example, a sudden 
downpour in the afternoon of one day during the course, meant that several trainees spent three hours commuting 
each way, as the city of Karachi did not have the infrastructure to deal with the sudden rain because of the huge 
amount of rubbish blocking drains, paths and streets, causing flash-flooding. Our trainees accepted such 
inconveniences as a part of their normal life. 

Our course trainees were a heterogenous group, including various ages and mix of genders. Two thirds of the 
course trainees were from the technology company and the remaining were students and teachers from the 
Institute of Business Administration (IBA). Only three people in the group had formalised design training. The total 
group enthusiastically embraced the course, despite several having broken English.  

We created the course to teach a generic design method based around the principles of HCD and systems 
thinking. Trainees would work in teams to develop a prototype of the financial support tool app. During each part 
of the course, trainees would participate and apply each of the design techniques themselves. This process 
included conducting user research or design ethnography, developing, facilitating and testing working prototypes 
and also observing ideation workshops for data collection. We wanted trainees to practice the techniques, so that 
we could provide mentoring in context. The course lasted 10 days, with 8-10 hours each day of intense effort.  

A significant risk for the development of the tool, and also the teaching of the trainees, was that we as team 
were culturally blind. Our lack of understanding of the Pakistani culture meant that the experiences we had with 
design problems was potentially irrelevant. Many of the mental models that we used for solving design problems 
could either be novel in the Pakistan context or in turn, completely pointless. So, we immersed ourselves in the 

 
1 Chrystia Chudczak and Beatrice McAlister provided additional design facilitation and support on this project. The team of authors acknowledge 
and thank Beatrice McAlister for her contribution to the success of the research project.  
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local culture and worked closely with alumni from the Australia Awards course, who helped us navigate the social 
complexity and also provided opportunities for us to see behind the veil of Pakistani life.  

The challenge of design ethics and social impact in a culturally foreign context 
Our design team was sincerely concerned about the appropriateness of Westernised design methods in 

Pakistan. A growing dialogue in the literature is highly critical of designers working in foreign cultures and importing 
western approaches to solve local or indigenous problems (Abdulla, 2014; Tunstall, 2013). We recognise that it is 
difficult to be truly critical of our own methods and experiences, such that we could forsee the negative effects that 
our work may have on the trainees. Although HCD is theoretically meant to focus on humans, regardless of 
background, ethnicity, culture or education (Brown & Wyatt, 2010), we still harboured a concern that many of the 
methods may seem trite, nonsensical or frivolous to either our trainees or the subjects of our research activities. 
For example, conducting a LSP workshop in a room of women who live in poverty, could be perceived as tactless or 
insensitive. Similarly, working with our particiapants to develop post-it-note journey maps or personas, tools that 
are developed for people who work in offices in clean, stable environments, may be perceived as absurd. We did 
not want to introduce methods that were unrealistic or non-sensical in the local context. 

Design suffers serious criticism, including its role in social impact, creating unsustainable practices, and also 
enabling capitalism to flourish in cultures that would normally remain devoid of the influence of the free market 
(Gamman & Fisher, 2018, p. 209). Commentators see design as tightly entwined with neoliberal economics 
(Gamman & Fisher, 2018, p. 208) or as a form of colonialism or imperialism (Nussbaum, 2010a, 2010b; Tunstall, 
2013). This approach has been labelled as “do-gooder humanitarian design” (Nussbaum, 2010a). Furthermore, 
designers who have good intentions and may not have seen the full consequences of their actions, have created 
many of the negative aspects of modern society  but have undoubtedly been partly responsible for the 
consequences (Monteiro, 2019). Therefore, we required a considered and respectful approach to work within the 
Karachi context. We were also conscious of the power relations involved in our work and potential influences that 
could tip our work into design imperialism (Schiffer, 2020). To address such criticisms, provide cultural sensitivity 
whilst also maintaining a focus on design pedagogy, we used an action research approach to enable the people 
impacted to “develop their own analysis of their issues” (Stringer, 2014, p. 20).  

We considered carefully the negative impact, perceived imperialism as well as external influences in our 
approach. We were prepared to change direction if we perceived any negative effects. However, we also wanted to 
try these techniques to understand the boundary conditions of tools that could be used in a culturally appropriate 
manner. Within our activities we adjusted our templates, changed images to match Pakistan culture, and tried to 
incorporate metaphors that reflected Pakistani beliefs or customs. In a similar fashion to that of Friere (1970), 
Friere, Ramos, Macedo & Shor (2018), Horton & Friere (1990), and Tandon (1988), our approach to design 
education was intended to disrupt any colonial influences and empower the participants in shaping their own 
interpretation of the design training material (Denzin & Lincoln, 2013, p. 350). 

We were also aware that we could not do our normal design research activities in Karachi. Our preference was 
to have all of the trainees conduct ethnographic research (contextual inquiries) with immersion in the world of the 
users of the product being developed. However, due to cultural norms, the male developers and designers could 
not enter the homes or the workplaces of the majority of FHBW. In addition, the safety and security of the trainees 
could not be guaranteed if they were to individually visit individual homes and interact with the residents, as with 
normal research processes. So we devised the program of activities so trainees could experience the context of 
ethnographic research, but complement the data with a broader range of perspectives using the workshop 
techniques of LSP and Scene-it.  

A key objective of our work was to ensure we did not import our own bias, judgements, and knowledge for the 
work. We were highly sensitive to our own judgements during this process, and spent an hour at the end of each 
day debriefing within the broader team (including our local support and JICA personnel), reflecting on our actions 
and the reactions of the trainees to ensure we were imparting appropriate knowledge that could be applied in a 
culturally sensitive manner within the participant’s own context. We kept detailed records of our own experiences, 
including video diaries and journals. These efforts were designed for us to learn from our own engagement, to 
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improve our methods, but also locate any cultural gaps. Our practices are also consistent with the reflexivity and 
collaboration required with action research (Kemmis & Wilskinson, 1998). 

Karachi  
During a two-week period in September and October 2019, our research and design team taught 16 design 

trainees in Karachi HCD activities. Karachi, the capital of the province of Sindh, is a city of at least 16 million people 
and located on the southern coastline of Pakistan (Ayaz, 2018). The population is overwhelmingly Muslim (over 
96%) and speak mainly Urdu. Although stated to be one of the world’s most dangerous cities, we did not 
experience any kind of violence or aggression. However, what was undeniable was the considerable issues with 
infrastructure, rubbish collection, lack of running water and congestion.  

Our design teaching activities were focussed on the development of a digital solution: a mobile phone 
application for FHBW to manage loans and finances. We conducted the two week course at the premises of the IBA 
in Karachi. The IBA generously provided facilities for our course and supported our technology requirements. 
Trainees received instruction in the core methods of HCD as per the XE Design Model2. Trainees practiced and 
applied the HCD techniques as part of the application development. Although the sponsoring group and 
development team had made the decision to develop an online application, we challenged their thinking about the 
role of an app and whether an app was the best solution for the problem. 

As well as working with our target users (FHBW) who were invited to attend workshops at the IBA, we also 
visited two local villages during our research activities, Baldia and Mauripur. These villages are located west of 
Karachi. Both of these centres were outside the main urban centre of Karachi and considered to be slums and areas 
of extreme poverty. A high number of FHBW were located in these villages. Many FHBW are unable to leave their 
homes unaccompanied and live in houses with multiple generation families. 

Methodology 
Due to the nature and context of the research we used multiple-method, action research for our inquiry. We 

examined three HCD data collection techniques to contrast the effectiveness and richness of data in developing 
insights and designing in low resource conditions. The three techniques were conducted concurrently over two 
days. The trainees supporting the facilitators of each activity were rotated through each of the data collection 
techniques to ensure all trainees experienced live interactions with multiple FHBW (users) and were able to gather 
their own data about user context and requirements.  

Each workshop had 20 FHBW who we observed in two full days of research and ideation activities. The third 
group visited six FHBW in their community or home each day. The FHBW who participated in the field studies were 
different on each day. In total 52 FHBW participated in the research activities. FHBWs came from Sultanabad, 
Maripur and Baldia in Karachi. Figure 1 depicts the organisational arrangement and allocation of resources of the 
concurrent workshop sessions and field studies. 

 
 

  

 
2 http://www.back2back.com.au 

http://www.back2back.com.au/
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To assess the effectiveness of each technique in providing information necessary for creativity and critical 

judgement during the design process, we collected several kinds of data: i) images of the output from each activity 
(Lego builds, Scene-it activities or contextual information); ii) recorded conversations from each activity (in Urdu); 
iii) written self-described narrative of each build in the workshops; iv) written notes from interviews with FHBW 
during sessions and on location in their homes and village; v) interviews with the trainees conducting the research; 
vi) surveys for trainees before and after activities; and vii) written self-reflections and video diaries of the research 
facilitators. We analysed the data collectively for each technique to understand the contribution of the source data 
as well the appropriateness in the context of use. 

A focus in action research, is that the ways that participant describe and interpret events are the central focus 
of the research process (Stringer, 2014, p. 39). To provide this assurance in our work, we conducted the activities in 
both English and Urdu. Translators supported facilitators in each activity. Trainees fluent in both English and Urdu 
observed and provided notes in English for analysis by the research team. All sessions were audio recorded and 
photographs were taken with permission from FHBWs. We used the data for both research analysis and for the 
creation of low-fidelity solution prototypes.  

In addition to the design research activities, the research team gathered data about each of the student 
researchers; their understanding of the topics; and changes in perception and confidence in conducting the design 
and research techniques. At the beginning of the training, we asked each participant to complete a design 
knowledge and creative confidence questionnaire. Before each of the workshops, facilitators briefed the trainee 
designers and asked questions about their expectations with each activity. During each activity the facilitators 
interviewed the trainees and discussed observations and insights about the activity and progress. After the activity 
and the completion of the design process, each trainee was asked to write a reflective piece as well as complete a 
knowledge and creative confidence survey to determine the shift in design knowledge and any change in design 
capability self-efficacy. 

Field studies, interviews and contextual inquiries 
At the mid-point of the course, trainees practiced the user research techniques with each other and then 

proceeded to conduct the two-day activities with FHBW. Half of the trainees travelled to Baldia on day one and the 
other half travelled to Maripur on day two. Whilst visiting the villages, the design trainees, accompanied by one of 

Figure 1 Organisational arrangement for the three concurrent activities: Lego Serious Play, Scene it and field studies 
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the research team, interviewed and observed FHBW in their homes (as a work environment) and also at the 
community centres. Trainees visited four homes over the two days. In all cases, male trainees were unable to enter 
two of the homes and relied on the female design trainees for photographs and notes. The male trainees attended 
all interviews conducted at the local community centre.  

 

Lego Serious Play (LSP) 
Twenty FHBW from Sultanabad participated in the LSP workshop over two days. The LSP sessions used 7500 

Lego bricks across eight building activities. Each table was equipped with a LSP kit which included approximately 
250 assorted bricks of varied colours, shapes and styles.  FHBWs began with simple activities for familiarisation with 
the Lego as well as the pocess of discussion, narrative and the use of metaphors to describe their situation and 
context. Initially, each activity was conducted individually, and progressively the activities became more complex 
and became collaborative builds which required all members of the table to participate in a co-designed model. 
Specifically, on day one, these activities included: an icebreaker (build a model of yourself); building individual LSP 
models of FHBW businesses to describe operation and challenges; and building collective tables models on 
challenges faced in business operations.  For day two, the women built individual and collective models describing 
their ideal future business model operations across the four areas of financial independence: borrowing, savings, 
technology and non-existing finances. 

The activities produced 80 individual Lego models and 12 collaborative table models. Each activity was 
approximately an hour in duration. The FHBWs worked in groups of four or five with a design-trainee observer 
providing additional facilitation support. After each round, the main facilitator would address each table 
individually. FHBWs shared the meaning of their individual or collective LSP builds, colours and construction 
relative to the question posed for the debrief, for example, “What challenges do you face in your business or 
work?” A Nureva Span Canvas (an online collaborative platform) was also used to capture and display photos and 
prompts from each activity. The Nureva Canvas (Figures 4 and 7) was also used to project photos of the objects on 
the wall so that FHBWs could see other group creations. Figures 5 and 6 show groups of FHBW creating models and 
demonstrating their final build.  

  

Figure 3 - A FHBW at home discussing her work Figure 2 - At the entrance to one of the homes of 
FHBW in Maripur 
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Figure 4 - The Nureva Span Canvas used during the LSP workshop 

  

Figure 5 - women discussing the process and showing their table models in the LSP session 
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Figure 6 - An example LSP table model depicting the 
imagined future state for business 

Figure 7 - Display of Nureva Span Canvas used to post digital 
photographs by participants onto online digital collaborative 
platform during the LSP sessions. 

Scenes  
Twenty FHBW from Sultanabad participated in the Scene-it workshop over two days. The two day Scenes 

activities followed the same format as the LSP sessions. Each table was provided with a Scenes kit which included 
generic images of homes, tools and objects. The Scenes kits were customised with East Asian images, templates for 
people and tools. At the beginning of the session, each FHBW coloured and completed a picture of themselves 
using a template. The image was then used for storytelling in each of the scenes created, placing the women in her 
context as part of the discussion. Figure 8 shows the personalisation of the figure to demonstrate the women’s 
individuality. 

 

 
FHBWs were required to describe their current home, work and businesses using the kit. Each kit had 750 

pieces. Images were laminated so FHBWs could colour and label stories or speech bubbles on their scenes. FHBWs 
built their models by collecting images from the kit as well as drawing any additional objects. Each kit used 
magnetic stands for the Scene-it components so that they could be arranged in a three-dimensional space. Each 
session lasted approximately one hour. Figure 9 shows women exploring the kits and building their own scenes. 

The facilitator and the design trainees provided constant support and discussion with the ladies. Each trainee 
completed comprehensive notes and a template describing the narrative for each woman on their assigned table. 
The trainee designers also captured photos of each story to accompany the narrative. Between sessions, the 

  

Figure 8 - Template of FHBW used to style for each woman to show her personality as part of the storytelling narrative 
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templates were attached to the walls and photos added so that the women could examine, discuss and also see 
each other’s stories. Figure 10 shows the women reviewing the stories. 

 

 

 

  
 

Figure 9 - Each kit contained over 750 individual laminated images that could be used to create a story scene. Each kit 
also contained magnetic card holders to stand objects in a three-dimensional setting. 

 
Figure 10 - Between Scene sessions, narrative templates and images relating to each woman's stories were 
attached to the walls for group discussion. 
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Journey mapping was also conducted with the Scenes group, describing the core issues and problems as well as 

expectations for financial management for saving and borrowing money (Figure 11).  
 

Analysis 
Trainees and design team researchers divided the analysis into two focus areas: saving money (banking); and 

borrowing. The trainees then seperated into two groups and thematically analysed the information gathered 
through the various activities (Figure 12). The trainees developed a core set of personas for three main types of 
FHBW (Figure 13). Each group also developed several scenarios that could be used to drive the design and test the 
prototypes. The scenarios included core activities for FHBW as well as several extreme, unusual or complex 
situations.  

 

Each group then conducted ideation sessions based on the analysis process and addressed their design focus 
area. The two trainee groups then merged to discuss the results of the ideation process. An affinity diagramming 
process with voting was used to identify a singular solution for the broader group (Figure 14). Many optional ideas 
and application features were debated and prioritised. The group then converged on the idea of a platform that 

 

Figure 11 - Journey map created with the FHBW in the Scene-it workshop 

 Figure 12 - Trainees analysing and synthesizing the data 
gathered from the research activities 

Figure 13 - First draft of the main roles or user types  
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would allow saving, lending, hire purchase and provide access to financial education. This technology would also be 
supported by local community centres who would facilitate connection for those who did not have reliable access 
to a mobile phone. The sponsors and the trainees acknowledged the tool would need support through a broader 
physical community access system. 

 

 

Figure 14 - The ideation session delivered two core concepts: a 360-
degree platform and a related physical space to support the 
development of trust, financial literacy as well as independence. 

 
Groups developed several scenarios and prototyped screen flows, as well as other supporting material, to test 

with FHBW in the following two days. We then instructed the trainees in usability facilitation, which they practiced 
with their prototypes and on each other. Through this process they discovered several issues with their team 
designs, including missing screens in the workflow and also jargonistic terms. Figure 15 shows an example of one 
team’s first prototype. Figure 16 shows a test scenario used to develop and test the prototype. 

 
 

 

Figure 15 - First draft of the paper prototype for group 1 
 

Figure 16 - Example of scenario used for testing and 
collaborative design 
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Trainees then spent a full day of testing with FHBWs. Four tables were set-up in the room and each group 
worked with two users concurrently, testing and refining their prototypes. The trainees co-designed new versions 
of their prototypes whilst working and observing the FHBWs  performing tasks on the paper prototype as they 
would if the tool was a fully functioning application. Figure 19 shows a team co-designing the solution with the 
FHBW. 
 

 

 
After the final round of testing and refinement of the paper prototypes, the two groups merged their designs 

into one cohesive prototype. Trainees re-examined their assumptions about the full range and functionality of the 
tool and refined their prototype. The final step was to develop a story of use, which the trainees then presented as 

 

Figure 17 - Refinement of the prototypes after students 
tested the products with each other 

 

Figure 18 - Refinement of a group prototype 

Figure 19 Usability session with one of the FHBW 
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a simulation of how the tool would work to the sponsors. Figure 20 shows the trainees conducting the simulation 
with the prototype and pitching their ideas to the sponsors. 

Results 
The team discovered that FHBWs were resourceful and used many instruments to manage money and home 

finances. Many of these financial tools were foreign to the primary design team. However, the design trainees had 
varying knowledge of the tools, such as the concept of Zakat (Islamic payment for the poor) and also village ‘safe-
keepers’. The process of borrowing and lending money had many challenges for the FHBW. We found a general low 
level of financial literacy among the FHBWs. All except four women were unable to deal with larger sums or 
calculations. The concept of interest is also forbidden in the Islamic faith. Most of the women had little or no trust 
in the banks or lenders. Many knew of or had experienced scam lenders or lenders with extremely high payback 
rates. Therefore, finances had to be managed in ways that did not include the payment or the receipt of interest. 
Most FHBWs used the concept of a savings committee to borrow money to expand their business or to pay for 
necessary tools and equipment. 

All of the FHBWs were affected by poor facilities; ongoing electricity failures; lack of time during daylight to 
conduct their work due to the range of other household responsibilities; cultural restrictions preventing many from 
leaving their home for work or to sell their products at markets; lack of space to do their work; and poor health. 
Many had physical disabilities that were due to their work conditions (sewing machines placed on the floor in their 
homes creating back-strain) and lack of awareness of interconnectivity of problems. 

However, the FHBWs were resilient. They worked in teams and in their neighbourhoods to help each other. 
Family and home were the FHBW’s first priorities, usually taking care of housework, children and meal preparations 
before commencing their own work. FHBWs also had a strong desire to become proficient at their trade and fulfil 

 

Figure 20 - Trainees simulating how the tool would work using various scenarios developed with the FHBW during the 
collaborative design sessions. 
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moderate dreams of extra sewing machines, reliable electricity and good quality education for their children. Those 
with education, strived to work as employees or teachers in the trade. 

All of the FHBWs had some access to technology, although many only shared a mobile phone with the whole 
family, and for some, the husband or father was the keeper of the phone. Many also lived in small houses with 
multiple generations where they had caring responsibility for parents or grandparents. Despite these challenges, 
the women were highly skilled and talented in areas such as embroidery or sewing (Figures 20, 21 and 22). 

 

Field studies (ethnography) 
The field studies had a visible impact on the trainees and the design research team. Even though all of the 

trainees were from Karachi, they had not experienced the poverty and the conditions of these neighbourhoods. We 
noted the prevalance of contextual factors in the participant data collection. Trainees were able to discern the 
importance of many of the fundamental needs for the families, such as clean water, food and electricity. Many 
FHBWs did not have access to potable water and experienced health issues, which they did not understand due to 
lack of medical access. Many also had poor eyesight due to working at night and in low light conditions due to 
completing other chores in daylight or doing two jobs. Figure 25 shows the workplace of a FHBW and mother while 
she completes her work on the floor in their home. 

Figure 22 - Hand embroidery and 
stitching were predominant occupations 
of the FHBW 

Figure 23 - Example of the 
detail of stitching work often 
required to do in the dark due 
to lack of electricity 

Figure 24 - A FHBW in her 
home/work environment 

 
 

Figure 25 - Women often conduct business at home on 
the floor. One woman shows her working room where 
her mother also sleeps and provides advice for the work. 
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Electricity was unreliable and households demonstrated makeshift attempts to ensure consistent electricity 
supply in the home (Figure 26 and 27).  

 

 
The trainees also travelled through many of the streets as they conducted their field work. Although they lived 

in Karachi, many had not visited the localities for FHBWs. One trainee was overcome with dispair during their visit. 
Another trainee, who lived in a wealthy part of Karachi, had worn clothes and shoes that were extremely out of 
place in the villages. She found the visits confronting and disturbing. The villages had little or no sanitation, and the 
homes had few possessions other than necessities (Figure 30 and 31). A distinct advantage of the field studies was 
the experiential nature of the data collected, in addition to images and discussions trainees experienced other 
sensory and emotional data including odour, noise, heat, travel duration, discomfort and anxiety. Experiential data 
reinforced and consolidated insights gathered by trainees. 
  

 

Figure 26 - Generators were often used in the villages as 
electricity was scarce 

 

Figure 27 - Some houses used truck or car batteries to 
power equipment 

  
Figure 28 - Sewing machines were often positioned on 
the floor for the FHBW to conduct their work 

Figure 29 - Machines could also be used at the local 
community centres 
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 LSP and Scene-it results 
 The LSP and Scene-it workshops required two full days for familiarisation for the FHBWs. The Scene-it 

workshop required less time then the LSP, as it was fast to use images to describe a story. As a consequence, the 
extra time available was used for exploration of a journey map for the key focus areas (saving and borrowing). 

The FHBWs described obstacles in their home and work, including in some cases, living with up to 17 people in a 
household, multiple generations, being the person expected to do all of the home duties (cooking, cleaning and 
tending to children) as well as earn income from their own business. The FHBWs displayed scenes of unemployed 
men at home who did not share household duties. FHBWs required permission to leave the house and conduct 
work. FHBWs showed a strong sense of community in their story telling, noting the importance of trust amongst 
women and reputation as important assest. Many of FHBWs aspired to a future where they could build a local 
school and teach children. The FHBWs were also willing to do work for neighbours for very little or no return. 
Almost all of the FHBWs noted the strength and resilience of their family and community as most important.  The 
LSP tools relied heavily on metaphors for the FHBW to describe their situations and to develop narratives. LSP 
builds were often iconic. For example, (Figure 32) one woman explained that the males in her family were 
extremely oppressive. She built a setting where the women (who had transparent heads) were surrounded by 
figures in grey and black. The Lego narrative helped FHBWs tell their stories in ways that were highly descriptive 
and bridged any language barriers.  

 

 

 

Figure 30 - The streets of Maripur and Baldia have very 
little sanitation and household rubbish is not collected 
regularly 

 

Figure 31 - When it rains in Karachi the streets often flood 
because there is no infrastructure to support drainage 
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Figure 32 - Depiction of home life for one woman showing the oppression of females 

 
Many stories depicted FHBWs on their own, segregated and harrasessed by the men in their family or the 

public. Some of the FHBWs also had stories of men as ill or unwell due to physical disabilities and drug abuse. Lack 
of formal education was also a fundamental issue as many FHBWs had limited exposure to knowledge relating to 
health and finances. Due to this some FHBWs discussed severe health issues relating to childbirth, such as the 
condition of prolapsed uterus left untreated. These FHBWs relied on neighbours and other females in their family 
for caring and support. Many FHBWs were unaware they could receive medical treatment for health conditions. 

We noted a significant difference in the stories and the level of detail described when male trainees were 
present. We deliberately assigned trainees in different combinations of gender as observers in the workshop 
sessions. This process revealed  a visible difference in the countenance of the FHBW according to the presence of 
males in the room. Many FHBWs removed their face covering, chatted, smiled and laughed when only females 
were present. When males were observers, several FHBWs did not change their behaviour, but most were more 
reserved in their storytelling and in their behaviour.  

A comparison of Scene-it, LSP and field studies (ethnography) outcomes 
The use of the three techniques over a two-day period created an extensive amount of quality research data to 

be used for design. During the workshops, trainees struggled to take notes, observe discussions and comprehend 
the full range of qualitative data whilst also translating conversations. A clear disadvantage of the workshops was 
the intensity of resource required to ensure all data was captured so it could be used during the design process. 
Trainees were highly engaged in the sessions but were focused on data collection and accuracy, which may have 
been a function of the newness of the techniques and the trainee lack of experience with the methods. However, 
this focus meant that the ability of trainees to build rapport with FHBWs was limited.  

We noted a vast range in trainee ability to capture conversations and note salient points relating to FHBW 
experiences. Often trainees noted literal aspects of the stories, rather than examining metaphors, emotions and 
other contextual issues relating to the provided description. The trainee shortcoming of quality in note taking may 
relate specifically to practice and experience. The disparity may also relate to cultural and gender differences in the 
presence of skills related to understanding context, listening, hearing and observing.  For example, in the LSP 
session, males often tried to interject, either verbally or physically by inserting themselves into the building 
process, to try and ‘help clarify’ or influence the direction and process of the activity. As a consequence, these male 
trainees had to be monitored closely by the facilitator to ensure participant outcomes were not altered as a result 
of observer interventions. 

However, with the field study observations, trainees took copious notes and pictures and experienced deep 
emotions related to more than visuals and conversation. The trainees experienced other contextual elements such 
as heat, smells and the general level of discomfort from being in the environment of the FHBW. Their personal 
impressions remained clear during the analysis sessions and significantly added to the contextual understanding of 
FHBWs. The trainees inculcation of knowledge through the field visits was a significant advantage in the rapid 
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design process. In comparison, the trainees struggled to build empathy and absorb insights and stories from the LSP 
and Scenes workshops. The immediate and rapid immersion of the context experienced by the trainees, as well as 
knowledge and acceptance of societal codes in the community and home (eg. males having to wait outside), 
contributed to the effectiveness of the field studies.   

We believe that, if the duration for the analysis had been longer, the trainees would have similar success in 
absorbing the LSP and Scenes workshop knowledge. It was clear to the research team that the same information 
was generated from the three processes. However, the ethnographic research process created rapid empathy and 
understanding of the user experience for the trainees and thus best supported the prototypying process. 

Perceptions of experiences from trainees 

At the end of the 10 days, we asked the trainees to write a reflective piece about their experiences. All trainees 
undertook the process enthusiastically and provided insights into their own development. One of the clear 
outcomes was an improved view of the value of empathy in developing designs that work for users. Trainees also 
discovered that their personal experience was not the experience of their users. They developed respect for the 
user’s culture, for different ideas and for each other. Figure 33 shows a segment from a trainee reflective piece. 
 

 
 
Figure 33 - Extract from a trainee reflective notes on the course and the experience of the three research 
techniques 
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Lessons for designing with empathy in foreign cultures 
As a consequence of our work, we developed a set of guiding principles for designing in foreign contexts.  
 

 

 

Discussion and conclusion 
One of the most surprising outcomes of this research was a fundamental truth of HCD. Our main partner, 

microfinance app development company, had to rethink some of the core concepts of their design, as they had not 
truly understood their users (FHBWs). The app developers believed they had a clear idea of the user requirements 
and were sceptical of what could be learnt from the design process. Being local, they trusted their insights into 
their product’s users needs. The proposed app was to have simple functionality around banking and lending. 
However, through engagement with the FHBWs, the team discovered many users would not even try a lending 
concept from a finance company. The app design team rethought the importance of trust and the use of concepts 
such as “the money keeper” and “committees” to build long-term confidence for the users.  

The ethnographic research provided the greatest depth of information and strongest connection between the 
trainees and the FHBWs affected by the design. Even though the trainees had prior knowledge of the poor living 
conditions of the FHBW, the knowledge had not evoked the emotions generated through the field studies. The 
trainees reconsidered their concepts and realised that if they had proceeded with their predetermined ideas about 
what the users needed, they would have been imposing their designs onto FHBWs. The recognition of the 
importance of research into understanding users, context, challenges and opportunities, is a factor for not only 
design trainees but also for designers who see themselves as leaders in this field.  

We (the design team) were right to be cautious as we ventured into our training process. However, we 
continually examined our methods, beliefs and views thoroughly as we worked with our Karachi team. We arrived 
in Karachi with several pre-conceived ideas but we discovered our perceptions were vastly inaccurate. Our views 
changed when we observed the passion of the people, the kindness of the communities and the hope from all with 
which we interacted. The constant challenge of identifying our own bias through this process helped us remain 
vigilant, curious and open to seeing the world in a completely different manner. Rigorous introspection, cross 
examination and investment in reflection are absolutely necessary factors in conducting design practice and 

Table 1 - Principles for HCD in low resource conditions 
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education in a foreign context. Our design process worked well because we tailored our approach to enabling the 
local community to develop their own designs and this is essential to decolonising design. As part of our approach 
we equipped local designers with skills they practically applied and modified to explore problems and develop 
solutions in their own context: local trainee benificence being a deliberate outcome for the decolonisation of 
design (Denzin & Lincoln, 2013, p. 253). Our work adds to the exploration of design pedagogy outside of 
mainstream education and to understanding the ethical use of design practice for social good. 
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