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The Digital Divide at the Margins: 
Co-designing Information Solutions to Address the Needs of 

Indigenous Populations of Rural India

ABSTRACT
This paper presents the results of a case study focusing on information 
and communication design in indigenous villages of rural India. 
The villages examined for this study were geographically remote 
and socio-economically underdeveloped, and their populations 
represented individuals who possessed low levels of literacy, limited 
language profi ciency in English and mainstream Indic languages 
(e.g., Hindi and Bengali), and limited familiarity with computer 
us and computing practices. The authors sought to examine this 
context by conducting ethnographic fi eld research involving a 
variety of methods. Through these approaches, the authors found a 
range of cultural and contextual factors are instrumental in shaping 
and co-creating communication design solutions for underserved 
international audiences.  (Such factors include such as long-term 
research engagements, in-situ design development, and embracing 
dialogic and refl exive praxis when designing for local audiences.)
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INTRODUCTION
 Increasingly, communication design scholars are arguing in favor 
of community-centered design practices that address local needs 
for information in culturally meaningful ways (Dearden, 2008; 
Mazé & Redström, 2007). Ideally, such approaches should bridge 
digital divides and bring about social justice in ways that create 
more even and ready access to information, foster social economic 
development, and empower the underserved.  Thus, such approaches 
have the potential to legitimize cultural voices long marginalized 
by a range of factors (Merritt & Stolterman, 2012). Unfortunately, 
attempts to address such factors through communication design 
practices have been relatively unsuccessful (Smyth, Kumar, Medhi, 
& Toyama, 2010) in large part due to a top-down approach to design 
(Anthopoulos, Siozos, & Tsoukalas, 2007; Richards, 2005). 

The challenge for communication designers involves identifying 
approaches that can assist with the creation of materials that 
effectively meet the needs of different international audiences.  The 
fi rst step in addressing this situation is research that focuses on 
identifying the conditions under which different populations access, 
use, and exchange information.  Only through such user-focused 
approaches can communication designers begin to understand 
the needs of users in other nations, regions, and cultures.  Such 
focused understanding can, in turn, serve as a foundation for 
crafting materials that better meet the communication needs and 
expectations of different audiences around the globe. This entry 
represents one such attempt to engage in research that seeks to 
better understand the specifi c needs, expectations, and contexts that 
can affect communication design practices in global contexts. 

This entry presents the design processes related to and the initial 
results of a case study focused on examining the factors affecting 
the communication practices and expectations of individuals living 
in the villages of Purulia, an economically underdeveloped district 
in rural eastern India. To examine this context, the authors used a 
variety of methods (a process noted by Mazé & Redström, 2007) in 
order to gain a more complete understanding of how communication 
design decisions made in and communication design strategies used 
in such contexts refl ected local conditions.  Through identifying 
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and understanding aspects affecting such processes, the authors 
devised approaches communication designers could use to create 
informational and instructional materials and design interfaces that 
effectively meet the conditions under which local individuals use 
such items. 

LITERATURE REVIEW
The context examined by this case study is a complex one that 
requires individuals to understand how a number of factors can 
affect design processes in certain international settings.  Specifi cally, 
communication designers need to understand how the processes of 
information and communication design (ICD) needs to be adapted 
for developing countries.  The central idea is to better understand 
approaches that involve 

• Localocentric design processes: These are community-centric 
inclusive design processes that acknowledge and address local 
contexts, voices, and issues.

• Refl exive communication design processes: Such processes 
involve systematically attending to the practices of problem 
solving and co-creation, and they require communication 
designers to introspectively examine how meaning is produced 
within particular socio-cultural and political contexts.

Both practices can help researchers understand the factors and 
forces affecting access to and uses of information in different 
contexts.  As a result, they can help communication designers 
develop informational materials that effectively address a range of 
local contexts in various international settings. 

Information and Communication Design in 
Developing Countries
Research has noted the digital divide shapes and exacerbates 
inequality in ways that affect access to technologies, materials/
resources, education, and systems of power (Blake & Quiros 
Garzon, 2010; Byrne & Sahay, 2007). In the last few decades, 
different individuals and organizations have undertaken a range 
of design projects that attempt to address such inequities in 
developing countries.  These projects encompass a number of areas 
and objectives including attempts to improve healthcare, initiatives 
to provide access to education, and collaborations designed to 
address environmental sustainability (Siriginidi, 2009). Many of 
these projects sought to bridge information gaps and reduce socio-
economic injustices in underserved regions of the world.  They also 
sought to address areas where access to materials and information 
often fl owed in a way that was 

• Modernist: Focusing on the advancement of technologies 
and enhanced production-processes to ensure economic 
development

• Top-down: Decided by and dictated by dominant stakeholders 
(McIver, 2003)

Unfortunately, international attempts to address such factors in 
information and communication design remain largely limited in 
effi cacy with roughly 85% of such projects being unsuccessful 
(Smyth, Kumar, Medhi, & Toyama, 2010). 

Such failures often result from design approaches/interventions 
that fail to address the contextual realities in which individuals 
access and use information (David, Sabiescu, & Cantoni, 2013). 
Problematic factors in these settings include low levels of literacy, 

language barriers, limited understanding of or experience with 
computing technologies, limited access to resources, and non-
supportive governmental policies (Dyson, 2004; Janni, 2005). 
To overcome such barriers, scholars in a number of areas are 
increasingly advocating that communication designers embrace 
multidisciplinary/transdisciplinary research approaches and then 
integrate the results of such research into design practices (Mazé 
& Redström, 2007). Such a move could provide communication 
designers with approaches that can help them better understand 
both local information needs and information seeking behaviors.  
Communication designers could use their enhanced understanding 
of such factors to develop materials that better address the needs, 
expectations, and conditions different international users associate 
with the communication process in different settings (Janni, 
2005). 

Internationalization and Intercultural Aspects
Today, the internationalization of information and communication 
design is central to understanding social inequalities and injustices 
in global contexts. Such a perspective marks a shift from earlier 
approaches that often favored universal design practices dedicated 
to creating generic and culturally neutral materials for wider global 
audiences (Young, 2008). Contemporary scholars (e.g., Sun, 2012) 
have challenged this approach advocating increased importance on 
understanding local contexts and local cultures.  The objective is 
to create design solutions that effectively address the expectations 
of specifi c cultures versus creating a generic approach for 
communicating with multiple cultures via the same product. 

For a more localized approach to be successful, communication 
designers need to expand their understanding of different local 
cultures – and the contexts in which those cultures use information.  
Communication designers should therefore focus on interacting 
with the local population to determine local information needs.  
They also need to learn how the social, political, and historical 
aspects of a local culture can affect the ways in which individuals 
communicate and use technologies to interact (Young, 2008). 

Identifying, understanding, and addressing local cultural factors 
often require communication designers to use different theoretical 
frameworks to guide design processes (Bennett, 1986; Gautam 
& Blessing, 2009; Marcus, 2003). Such a critical intercultural 
approach studies how underserved populations negotiate with 
conditions of marginalization by engaging with and studying 
contextual issues. This approach requires communication 
designers to study structural (e.g., resource-scarcity, technological 
inaccessibility, etc.) and communicative (e.g., illiteracy and lack 
of language profi ciency) barriers and contextual meaning making 
process (e.g., how meanings of visuals are socially constructed and 
shared by community members). It also allows communication 
designers to create spaces of discussion and collective decision-
making to brining about social equity (Dutta, 2011). In doing so, 
this co-creative research calls for integrating various intercultural 
practices (Sorrells, 2012) into communication design processes.  
Such practices include he following: 

• Inquiry: Learning other approaches and perspectives by 
engaging with other cultures

• Dialogue: Listening to different perspectives and approaches 
to creatively interact with community members

• Action: Contributing to the creation of a just and equitable 
society and challenging power imbalances in a society 
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• Refl ection: Being vigilant about actions while learning from 
introspection/refl ecting on our decisions 

The interpretivist framework of intercultural communication 
also calls ethnographic fi eld-research that helps communication 
designers understand contexts and create thicker descriptions 
(Martin & Nakayama, 2013).  Such research involves doing 
participant observations, interviewing different individuals, and 
engaging key populations in co-design activities. The benefi ts of 
such research include opening avenues that foster both collective 
decision-making and group problem solving activities.

In relation to the approach described here, certain scholars have 
argued that refl exive engagement with local people is necessary.  
(Such an approach involves introspectively examining one’s own 
cultural baggage, assumptions, and preoccupations to systematically 
attend to knowledge co-creation process.) This is because such 
engagement helps one better understand how a given community 
perceives and participates in the communication process in different 
contexts.  Accordingly, such an “insider’s perspective” is crucial to 
designing materials that meet audience expectations associated with 
such contexts.  For this reason, as Toyama (2010) notes, interaction 
with and participation in the community for which one is creating 
informational solutions is essential to designing materials that meet 
the needs of that community—a point echoed by Gigler (2004). 

Historically, most of the conventional models of knowledge 
production systematically delegitimized and labeled locally situated 
knowledge system as inferior and pseudoscientifi c. Consequently, 
many of the earlier approaches to design embraced the modernist 
approach and overlooked indigenous knowledge, wisdom, and 
communicative practices when designing materials for audiences 
from other cultures (Harding, 1998). By challenging this modernist 
approach, critical scholars such as Olphert and Damodaran, (2007) 
and Braund and Schwittay (2006) argue in favor of inclusion 
of local knowledge and cultural practices in information and 
communication design processes. They further note that a respect 
for traditional knowledge system would allow marginalized voices 
to play a larger and more active role in the communication design 
process and create spaces for knowledge sharing, co-learning, and 
co-creation (Kapuire, Winschiers-Theophilus, Chivuno-Kurio, 
Bidwell, & Blake, 2010).  These interactions between mainstream 
technology and indigenous wisdom are instrumental in building 
avenues for creating newer communication design approaches 
(Eglash, 1999).

Communication Design Approaches
Critics of the modernist approaches to design (e.g., Nieusma, 
2004; Schuler & Namioka, 1993) emphasize that communication 
designers use a processes of participation, co-creative actions 
(both one-to-one and collective settings), and decision-makings to 
facilitate meaningful social change that involves both the designers 
and the intended audience (Kapuire, Winschiers-Theophilus, 
Chivuno-Kurio, Bidwell, & Blake, 2010). These individuals argue 
Eurocentric assumptions and externally driven communication 
design strategies embraced a trickle-down approach (Puri & Sahay, 
2007).  This approach, moreover, is one that disempowers local 
communities and created dependency on external resources (Braund 
& Schwittay, 2006). Others critics raise similar concerns and note 
aspects such as, “a designer must acknowledge that user infl uence 
design and technology, as much as technology/design infl uence users 
their cultures and societies” (Camara, Abdelnour-Nocera, Luckin, 
& Waema, 2008, p. 3). Thus, creating effective communication 

materials for audiences in other cultures requires a design 
approach that addresses local needs.  It must also be an approach 
that incorporates indigenous/local knowledge and recognizes the 
agendas of local users.  Within this context, Sen’s (1999) theory 
of capability and freedom can provide communication designers 
with a mechanism for effectively identifying, understanding, and 
addressing local cultural factors. 

Sen’s (1999) theory of capability and freedom emphasizes the 
aspects of empowerment in decision-making.  Essentially, effective 
design for other cultures involves aspects such as 

• Responsible participation

• Collective action

• Enhanced access to resources

• Unobtrusive and open communicative abilities

• Informed decision-making (Blake & Quiros Garzon, 2010; 
Puri & Sahay, 2007)

Recently, information and communication design initiatives 
have embraced these ideas by improving information access and 
building problem-solving capacity (locally) in relation to different 
international projects.  They have also begun to include local people 
in the decision-making process while simultaneously strengthening 
local cultural identity by focusing on local contexts and situated 
issues. 

In addressing these aspects, co-design has emerged as a central 
approach for guiding design practices (Gigler, 2004).  In co-design, 
users are not passive recipients of design outcomes (Bieling, Joost, 
& Müller, 2010); rather they are co-designers/ partners in the design 
process (Steen, Kuijt-Evers, & Klok, 2007). Inclusiveness is an 
important aspect of this co-design approach.  The idea is that only 
through including representatives of the intended, local audience 
in the design process can communication designers meaningfully 
addressing conditions of marginalization and produce materials that 
meet the needs and expectations of local users (David, Sabiescu, & 
Cantoni, 2013). 

Social embeddedness is another key to effectively designing 
communication materials for audiences from different cultures.  In 
relation to design, social embeddedness emphasizes the importance 
of local context and culture in the design process.  It also emphasizes 
local participation and partnerships during the designing process in 
order to create products that effectively meet the needs of local 
users (David, Sabiescu, & Cantoni, 2013). By embracing local 
knowledge systems, social embeddedness, in combination with co-
design, allows design solutions to emerge organically and in ways 
that effectively meet local needs.  

Contexts for Studying Approaches to Localiz-
ing Communication Design 
The combination of these approaches provides communication 
designers with powerful mechanisms for studying the needs, 
expectations, perceptions, and constraints of local users.  As 
such, the mix of these approaches can be particularly important in 
relation to emerging economies where local conditions and related 
communication expectations can vary widely from region to 
region. Such an approach is particularly meaningful in the context 
of remote villages and resource scarce underserved contexts such 
as in eastern India.  Thus, to investigate how such ideas could guide 
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design practices in developing nations, the authors undertook a 
case study to explore the applications of such ideas and to develop 
methods for engaging in more effective communication design 
practices related to users in developing nations.  

METHODS
The project reported on here involved a multidisciplinary 
communication design research project that began in 2011 in 
Purulia, a district in the eastern Indian state of West Bengal. 
To explore how local factors affected communication design 
practices in this context, the authors decided to use a case study 
to examine this situation.  The case study method was selected in 
order to gain a better understanding of the applicability and the 
effectiveness of refl exive co-designing processes in producing 
contextually meaningful communication design solution to bridge 
digital divides.   The objective of this case study was to explore the 
following research question:

RQ: How do cultural and contextual factors defi ne and 
shape communication design processes when communication 
designers work with local populations to co-generate 
informational products for local audiences?

To address this question, a research team (one in which the authors 
participated) used multiple methods for collecting data. These 
methods included 

• Ethnographic fi eld-research, which consisted of semi-
structured interviews with 128 participants that took place 
over two years (2012-2014)

• Co-design praxis, which involved collective problem-solving 
events based on interacting with individuals in a variety of 
focus-group-like design activities 

The project was initiated after receiving necessary approval from 
the institutional review board (IRB) of the fi rst author’s institution 
(Arizona State University, USA). The research was conducted 
among indigenous people of eastern India, particularly in the 
villages of Santuri block of Purulia district of West Bengal, India.  
Data collection for this project took place between May 2011 and 
August 2014. 

To examine this case, the authors used a phased process for 
collecting relevant data and for co-creating information solutions.  
The process worked as follows:

• Phase one involved in-depth interviews and focus groups with 
53 persons located in local villages.  These interviews and 
focus groups took place during a period of more than 11 hours 
in 2011

• Phase two involved co-designing activities that included 
collective drawing and group discussion sections.  These 
activities took place during 2012- 2014 and involved 75 
participants from fi ve villages.  

The data resulting from these two phases addressed the afore-
stated research question by facilitating an understanding of cultural 
and contextual factors in co-creating and shaping communication 
design process. 

Ethnographic Field-Research and Semi-Struc-
tured Interviews
Ethnographic fi eld-research and semi-structured interviews are 
useful for gathering qualitative fi eld-data, for they embrace the 
principles of immersive participant-observation and engaged 
research-conversation. Central to this process is establishing 
effective and meaningful local contacts who can serve as the 
subjects for interviews.  For the case reported here, the authors 
began conducting qualitative research in the Santuri region in 2011.  
Through regular interaction with local individuals, the authors made 
contacts and built rapport with a number of the community insiders 
who would later participate in different interview and focus group 
activities related to this project. 

During the initial stages of the overall project, authors recruited 
participants through snowball sampling that involved contacting 
key informants and subsequently potential interviewees. Once 
interview participants were identifi ed (53 persons total for phase 
one), the authors conducted seven focus groups (ten participants 
per focus group on an average) and face–to-face interviews 
with three persons in two villages.  (For these focus groups and 
individual interviews, the authors asked local villagers to provide 
the community’s perspectives on cultural practices and preferences 
associated with certain design projects.) 

Altogether, the authors conducted 14 focus groups and four in-depth 
interviews with key informants (128 people total). The authors 
also conducted in-depth interviews and focus groups in venues 
where participants felt comfortable (e.g., residences). On average, 
nine villagers (both male and female) participated in focus group 
interviews. Questions the authors asked during these interview and 
focus group sessions included: 

• What are your information needs?

• Can you share your experiences in handling mobiles and 
computing devices?

• What are the languages you can read and please tell us about 
your profi ciency?

The authors then audio recorded the in-depth interviews and focus 
group sessions, which ranged from 25 to 75 minutes in length 
and were conducted by the authors and in the Bengali language. 
The authors translated the interview transcriptions into English, 
and another academician conversant in Bengali and English 
checked the accuracy of the translations (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 
For these processes, the authors obtained informed consent from 
all participants before initiating interviews and focus groups. 
Additionally, the interview tapes were destroyed after transcription 
was completed, and in keeping with IRB guidelines, pseudonyms 
for the participants were used when the data were analyzed, such 
that responses could not be traced back to individual participants. 

Co-Design Sessions
As a part of the process, the authors used paper and digital 
prototypes of proposed interfaces in focus group settings to 
examine local expectations and preferences associated with design. 
Paper prototypes were made by using initial black-and-white 
printouts of screenshots of a digital interface, and the authors used 
these initial prototypes to gather initial feedback from indigenous 
users (i.e., members of the intended audience for the interface).  
The authors used this paper prototype to introduce initial design 
concepts to groups of participants. In this context, the authors 
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asked 39 participants to examine the contents, visuals, and 
navigational aspects of these initial prototypes.  The authors used 
audio-recordings to collect both user feedback and suggestions for 
improving the design. The authors used the community feedback 
recorded during the collective drawing and the paper-prototype 
phases to design revised digital versions of the prototype that 
were then shared with members of the local community in order to 
collect further suggestion on the revised design. 

Based on participants’ suggestions, the authors revised this working 
digital/online version of the prototype to better address the needs 
and expectations of local users (i.e., the intended audience). After 
this round of revisions, the authors used seven-inch tablet computers 
to share revised digital designs with subjects in order to test the 
revised prototype and see how participants used the electronic 
interface to achieve certain tasks (e.g., retrieving real-time weather 
information). During these interactions, the authors used audio 
recording devices to collect feedback from 36 participants involved 
with this review process. 

Co-Design: Drawing and Designing Session
Co-design encourages and engages end-users in co-creating 
culturally meaningful and contextual design solution(s). The 
co-design processes involve collective drawings, collective 
visualizations, and iterative problem solving activities. Based on 
the in-depth interviews and focus groups conducted in 2011, an 
initial version of the prototype of digital interface was developed 
in spring 2012. In the summer of 2012, the prototype was shown 
to 31 subjects (many had participated in phase one interview 
sessions in 2011) who the authors asked to review visual aspects 
of the interface.  During this review process, participants noted 
visuals elements that were not culturally meaningful (e.g., did not 
refl ect local conditions and practices) and provided suggestions for 
improving the interface. 

During this process, visual elicitation methods helped bridge gaps 
between designers and users (Harper, 2002), to generate multiple 
meanings (Clark-Ibáñez, 2004), and to reveal social and collective 
values (Johnson & Griffi th, 1998).  This method involved making 
connections and building relationships with local contexts and 
emerging discourses (Mason & Davies, 2009) and enhanced the 
quality of communication by both reducing “fatigue and repetition 
of conventional interviews” (Collier, 1957, p. 858).  It also 
involved evoking memories – thereby promoting discussions and 
comparisons (Johnson & Griffi th, 1998). Accordingly, a drawing 
and designing session was organized in two indigenous villages 
where 24 community members participated in the process of 
drawing icons and design elements for digital interfaces. 

For this stage of the research process, the authors asked six groups from 
two villages (consisting of four younger persons per group, totaling 24 
indigenous people total) to use crayons and paper to draw interface 
menus that met local expectations.  Participants then drew their visual 
representations of what they thought these interfaces should look like.  
At the end of these drawing sessions, participants collectively examined 
and discussed the images they had produced and selected what they 
considered to be the most appropriate visual representation(s) to depict 
the fi nal version of the interface menus to use with their community. 
(The session was audio-recorded for doing verbatim transcriptions and 
data analysis later.)  During follow-up interview sessions, participants 
described and discussed their preferences and thoughts on this process 
in response to semi-structures interview questions that were recorded 
and transcribed. 

Co-Design: Iterative Prototype Designing 
Based on Community Feedback
Co-design sessions (David, Sabiescu, & Cantoni, 2013) were 
organized in the indigenous village premises, where 39 villagers 
participated in four focus group sessions. The authors provided 
villagers with both a paper and a digital prototype of a proposed 
interface for review and comment. Participants then evaluated 
the user-friendliness of these prototypes based on criteria such as 
ease of navigation and independently navigated the interface using 
computer tablets to test the effectiveness of the prototypes. During 
these interactions, authors worked with participants to collectively 
build a culturally appropriate graphic user interface (GUI) refi ned 
via active engagement of community insiders as they shared their 
verbal/ visual feedback on interface design outputs. 

Interview Data Analysis
The authors used grounded theory as the method of analysis for 
analyzing data collected in semi-structured interviewing and co-
designing phases of this overall project (Charmaz, 2000; Glaser 
& Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). (The authors selected 
this method of analysis for they felt it would allow them to create 
mechanisms for engaging in future, related data collection and 
analysis on parallel projects in the future.) The constant comparison 
technique in grounded theory was used for 

• Analyzing the emerged indigenous articulations from the 
margins in both interviewing and co-designing phases 

• Making theoretical inferences (Strauss & Corbin, 1990)

This technique involves comparing emerging dada with existing 
data to identify and understand social phenomena such as the 
relevance of culture and contexts in co-design processes.

The authors also used open coding, axial coding, and selective 
coding to develop an understanding of the local discourses 
and feedback. (The open coding process is used to identify and 
categorize phenomenon found in the data while axial coding is used 
to relate open codes to each other.  Selective coding, in turn, is 
instrumental in determining core categories based on axial codes.) 
The authors initiated the data analysis with open coding to identify 
distinct concepts that could be sorted and labeled; actual discourses 
from the transcripts were pulled together to identify and build 
themes. The authors then examined the data sentence by sentence, 
which helped in the development of concepts, and they grouped 
discrete concepts related to similar phenomena under conceptual 
categories. The authors followed this open coding approach with 
axial coding in which they identifi ed relationships within and among 
the categories identifi ed via open coding.  Finally, the authors 
accomplished theoretical integration through the selective coding 
method (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). 

Once the codes were developed, the authors brought these codes back 
to community members to explore whether the codes made sense to 
them; codes were accordingly revisited based on the feedback from 
local community members. During this process, one researcher (not 
an author of this entry) conversant with English and Bengali (and its 
dialects) participated as an inter-rater to test the coding system and 
to crosscheck the results of the coding processes. This individual 
independently coded two sets of focus group data and found the codes 
substantially consistent with the codes identifi ed by the authors.  The 
authors then resolved differences by discussions and mutual agreements 
among the authors and the inter-rater.
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RESULTS
In 2011, the authors conducted initial ethnographic fi eld research on 
communication expectation and preferences involving indigenous 
persons living in the villages of Purulia, West Bengal, India.  During 
in-group/village-level discussion sessions, participants noted local 
issues affecting communication design practices (and successes) in 
those areas. For instance, Debu, a middle-aged man, emphasized 
the importance of connecting communication design practices to 
receiving timely information about market-rates and the impact 
such information could have on the local economy. According to 
Debu, 

We are farmers; we sell our agricultural produce to earn a 
living. If we get information about current rates of various 
vegetables in nearby markets, then we can compare and 
decide which market place is profi table for us. Then we 
could go there to sell our agricultural produce. Thereby 
we can improve our domestic economy.

His statement and those from other participants collected during that 
same time, mirrored sentiments noted by other scholars working on 
similar kinds of projects.  For example, Marker, McNamara and 
Wallace (2002) noted:

The poor are not just a deprived of basic resources. The 
lack of access of information that is vital to their lives 
and livelihoods: information about market prices for the 
groups that produce, about health, about the structure and 
services of public institutions, and about their rights. The 
lack of political visibility and voice in the institutions and 
power relations that shape their lives. (p.3)

Such local utterances on information-poverty of the indigenous 
villagers led the authors to devise an idea for co-creating an 
information and communication design. When the authors shared 
their proposal for creating an ICT solution for addressing their 
contextual information needs, villagers/participants accepted the 
idea.  They also suggested developing a communication product/
solution that better addressed locally situated needs. 

In discussing this matter with one of the authors, Samar, an 
indigenous villager, noted the following observations and 
perspectives:

Samar: Tell us about the computer thing again…

Interviewer: Are you asking about the information and 
communication design concept?

Samar: Yes, we are interested to hear more about it. Can we 
get information about the market prices of vegetables?

Interviewer: Technically, yes. All we need to integrate 
agricultural information provided by the government of India 
servers or local market source. However, we need to double-
check the status of availability of information and government 
infrastructure…especially because it is a remote place. I 
am optimistic. As you know, I am sharing one of my initial 
thoughts with you all. So, do you like this idea? Do you want 
me to develop a device or computer system to address local 
issues?

Samar: Sure… that will be great. We liked it. This is very 
important for us. 

Based on ideas resulting from discussion such as this one, the 
authors developed an initial prototype of the information and 
communication solution in 2012 and subsequently tested it in 
fi ve nearby indigenous villages. The initial version was designed 
to create spaces for collective discussion, especially when most 
of the villagers did not have any previous experience of handling 
computers or computer-like devices. While developing the user-
interface, the authors paid particular attention to local contextual 
issues including low rates of literacy, limited profi ciency in English, 
and familiarity with using mobile phones to access online materials. 
Based on these factors, the authors developed an image-based, 
touch-screen-enabled visual interface they delivered to participants 
via tablets in order to do a prototype review.

Collective Drawing
The authors showed participants an initial digital prototype for 
navigating various pages and sub-pages of a proposed site, and 
participants shared their perspectives on these materials via focus 
group sessions where they suggested modifi cations to the interface’s 
design.  Several participants considered the images used in the 
prototype not culturally meaningful (i.e., they did not communicate 
the exact/desired meanings) and suggested modifying the visuals to 
make them more meaningful to the local indigenous communities. 
In commenting on an icon designed to represent indigenous culture, 
Bidhu, one of the villagers, explained the following:

Interviewer: These visual representations are about tribal 
culture. 

Bidhu: They are not like us. Visual images need improvement

Interviewer: OK, they are not like you. Can you please draw 
your own images, so that you all can relate.

Bidhu: Yes, sure.

Based on the feedback Bidhu and others provided, the authors 
organized collective sketching sessions and focus groups in 
different indigenous villages.  For these sessions, the authors asked 
participants to draw culturally meaningful visual representations 
for the user-interface proposed by the authors. 

During these sessions, older members of the community preferred to 
share their advice via oral comments, while younger members drew 
actual images. After the drawing session, participants discussed 
and collectively chose what the group considered to be the most 
appropriate visual representations of icons and interface elements. 
These images became the foundation for subsequent prototypes 
tested at later phases of the overall case/research process. 

During one of these group selection processes, Nihar and Dinu, two 
older members of the santhal community explained their choices 
as follows:

Interviewer: Each team of the younger members was given 
twelve pages, and they had drawn two pictures for each topic. 
We had total seventy-two pictures, twelve pictures for each 
topic. You also participated in the process of creating images, 
and you have guided juniors to draw the picture. Now, please 
select two or three pictures, which you liked the most. 

Nihar: Can we choose two or three pictures?

Interviewer: Two or three, whatever you can choose. 

Dinu: For this category, we like only two pictures.  
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Interviewer: Sure, no problem. So these two pictures you chose 
from this section? Okay. Now we will use the pictures for the 
interface, which were selected by you. The pictures that we 
were using in previous prototype, we won’t use anymore. 

Nihar:  Hmm. 

Through these sessions, participants challenged the authors’ 
preconceived assumptions in representing indigenous people 
and their lives by questioning and critiquing the visuals used in 
the very fi rst prototype. The participants also collectively devised 
images they felt depicted their lives and negotiations in a culturally 
meaningful way. For example, the image of “local income options” 
produced during one session refl ected the local cultural and 
contextual factor of income options such as local trades. 

Contextual Barriers and Issues
During initial prototype testing, the authors posed questions about 
language profi ciency and familiarity with computers and online 
media to participants, and several young persons (i.e., persons 
roughly age 27 and younger) and students participated in these 
sessions. Though many villagers participated, Kajol, one of the 
young indigenous villagers, responded on behalf of the group as 
follows:

Interviewer: So, you have never used a computer, right?

Kajol: No, no.

Interviewer: And, you have never used a touch screen?

Kajol: No.

Interviewer: You have not even used the Internet?

Kajol: No.

Interviewer: Do you know the English language?

Kajol: Very little, English is like…comparable to not 
knowing.

Responses like these indicated that contextual barriers (e.g., 
linguistic and computational factors) were affecting local 
communication practices. Such information provided key insights 
about both users and the context of use. 

While working in the economically marginalized areas, the 
authors learned about structural constraints affecting local 
communication practices.  One such constraint was a lack of access 
to telecommunication services – a factor that made it diffi cult for 
individuals in certain locations to access the Internet.  This factor 
had important implications for prototype testing to determine local 
communication practices and expectations. This situation came 
out on one occasion when Haru and Mihir, two villagers, were 
conversing with one of the authors:

Interviewer: Here the Internet-speed is little slow.

Haru: Is it not connecting at all (with Internet)? 

Interviewer: Umm, it is very slow. Let me try it again. You can 
see it is running too 

slowly. 

Mihir: Yes, it is very slow. If we can get faster speed, then it 
will be good.

As the discussion here notes, a lack of access to basic services/
infrastructures poses challenges to the design process. In response, 
the authors used backups (e.g., printouts of visual interface) when 
conducting later phases of fi eld-research that involved reviewing 
the design of online interfaces. 

Another aspect affecting communication design practices was the 
skepticism of participants toward academic research conducted 
by external agencies. Historically, the underserved people studied 
by the authors experienced various atrocities under the façade of 
benevolent discourses; dominant stakeholders abused and oppressed 
the marginalized people (Sen, 1999). As a result, indigenous people 
became skeptical of externally driven interventions. Pilu, a resident 
of a nearby village, posed key questions to the authors when he 
noticed them conducting a village-level discussion:

Pilu: Sir, one minute. This for what purpose, can you 
explain?

Interviewer: Sure. I am a researcher, coming from a foreign 
university...

Pilu: Okay, okay. And then…

Interviewer: For Indian villages we are trying to design a 
computer-interface.

Pilu: Any advantage of that? I am trying to say, is it going to 
create any source of income?

Villagers: (Discussion in local language, villagers explained 
him the purpose of the study)

Pilu: Okay, you please proceed.

Though the authors never faced similar questions from other 
participants, they did fi nd building rapport and trust with local 
community members is crucial to the success of any communication 
design project. 

Navigational Aspects of Prototype
Community-centered research was a focal point of this project, for 
such approaches can be key to effective communication design 
processes involving groups with low literacy rates and that have 
limited profi ciency in a given language. This community-centered 
approach allowed the authors to incorporate participant perspectives 
into the design process and produce culturally appropriate visual 
elements, which are meaningful to the community members. For 
the research project reported on here, both literate and illiterate 
participants evaluated initial interface designs created by the 
authors. During interaction sessions to assess participant perceptions 
of prototype designs, individuals noted that the use of supporting 
texts could enhance the meaningfulness or understanding of visuals. 
Nabin, one indigenous villager, expressed his thoughts as follows: 

Nabin: I mean, written words and the pictures if both are 
present, then it will be easier to understand. You can add some 
description in local language along with the pictures

Interviewer: Ok. So you want to say, pictures and words, if 
they stay together, then it would be better. 

Nabin: Hmm.

Interviewer: I mean those who are illiterate, they can see the 
pictures and those who are literate, they can read the words, 
and if pictures and words stay together.
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Nabin: It would be a lot easier then. Seeing the picture, whose 
memorizing power is great, they maybe understand the pictures 
immediately. Otherwise, they have to face some diffi culty. And 
if there is some text, and if they are literate, then by reading 
those words they can understand the meaning.

Through such interactions, participants helped the authors develop 
interface designs that contained visual and textual information that 
were culturally meaningful to participants. 

A lack of profi ciency in a common language of communication, 
especially English, proved to be another barrier participants had 
to negotiate in order to participate meaningfully in the design 
process. To address such factors, the authors made it a point to 
discuss language factors during different stages of the design and 
development processes, as exemplifi ed by the following exchange 
with Prasun, Dipak, and Sujit, the members of one local focus 
group:

Interviewer: Do you want me to write the names and 
descriptions of the visuals in English?

Prasun, Dipak, Sujit: No, no, no.

Interviewer: What do you think, can you use this computer 
easily, or do you need some prior knowledge, or do you have 
to study about the computer-operation before using it? 

Prasun: The language of the computer is not in our (local) 
language, so you have to conversant about it.

Sujit: We have to learn the function like we did in case of 
mobile phones. If the language of the interface is Bengali (the 
regional language), it would be better. But, still we have to 
learn its function. 

Dipak: If we practice it regularly, then we will not face any 
problem with the computer.

For this project, community members preferred Bengali, a regional 
language, over English. 

In addition to linguistic factors, a limited understanding of and 
profi ciency with computing technologies also affected the design 
process as many participants had little prior experience using a 
computer (or computer-like devices). Therefore, during the design 
and development processes noted here, these individuals tended 
to emphasize practice and experiential learning as a method for 
participating in such activities in meaningful ways.

Community Insiders as Partners
For the co-design process described here, the authors refl exively 
engaged with participants (i.e., regularly questioned the authors’  
preconceptions and assumptions) to make the interface design 
process community-driven in nature. For instance, the authors 
learned local approaches to designing cultural artifacts by using 
locally available resources from a participant’s mother who was 
an accomplished artisan.  The authors used her understanding 
of cultural expectations associated with visual design to apply 
situated learning related to design interactions when designing 
visual elements for prototype interfaces.  Such an approach 
allowed the authors to enhance the look of the interface in ways 
that more successfully met the expectations of participants. 
In sharing his thoughts and experiences with the community 
members, one author exemplifi ed this collaborative design 
approach as follows:

Interviewer: We came to Montu’s house yesterday, right? 
Montu’s mother with the palash leaves was making plates 
and cups. I was amazed, at my school no one can make 
them so quickly. We could not make anything from leaves. 
I was astonished to see that. So what I did… I will show 
you the pictures; I have taken some pictures of his mother’s 
handmade products. After seeing this, Montu and I thought, 
if we create visual elements with the help of this, then you 
all might recognize. See this picture, when Montu’s mother 
was preparing with leaves, I took this picture. Now, seeing this 
picture it came to our minds that if somehow, we can make 
something useful out of it. Montu, can you please explain to 
them in your own language. 

Montu:  “Palash” leaves. [Montu was also showing them the 
interface]. 

Interviewer: Yes, with “Palash” leaves. Now you see this. 
What did you see here? Have you seen cultural representation 
here? 

Many participants: [all together] Hmm. 

Interviewer: Now see, what this circle (used in previous 
prototypes) has turned into a unique shape. This was circular 
earlier. What are your comments? 

Paran: Okay, I mean. It becomes something else. It has become 
a design.

In a similar fashion, the authors incorporated various local visual 
elements in the later versions of the user-interface currently used by 
participants in the regions studied. Such an effort ensured cultural 
appropriateness of the design by identifying and addressing local 
communication expectations. It also legitimized local cultural 
identity and indigenous agency by guiding participants to become 
effectively involved in such design processes. 

Including of one of the community insiders, Montu, as a member in 
the design team was an important aspect of this co-design approach. 
Montu participated in all phases of prototype designing and testing 
processes, and he shared his opinions of different designs along 
with other participants. During the prototype testing sessions, for 
example, Montu contributed in the following manner: 

Interviewer: You will press there. How will you press; Montu 
will show you. 

Montu: This one.

Interviewer: Yes. Now do what Montu did, Montu just put his 
fi nger on it. See, names of some newspapers have appeared. 
Those who can read, please tell me. 

Sitaram (a local participant): Anandabazar Patrika, Bartaman 
(names of regional Bengali newspapers).

Through embracing an inclusive approach to information and 
communication design such as the one Montu participated in, 
communication designers can engage in processes that better refl ect 
local conditions, needs, and expectations of use. 

Co-Designing Visual Elements
Listening to the users/participants and learning from them were 
two important aspects of this co-designing process. Throughout co-
design activities, the authors regularly listened to the suggestions 
and thoughts participants shared. During such activities, participants 
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evaluated various design alternatives while also helping the authors 
fi nalize design elements. For instance, while designing “Amar 
Kotha” (“my story,” in English), an intra-community conversation 
feature of the interface, two individuals – Pijus and Naresh – 
participated in the co-design process.  They did so in the following 
way:

Interviewer: Now you have to tell me what color would be 
appropriate? 

Pijush: T-shirt would be saffron, and hair would be black.

Interviewer: The hair is black. Ok… this is a girl and this is a 
boy, is that understandable? 

Naresh: Yes. The two of them are chatting.

Interviewer: Do you want two girls, or two boys, or one girl 
and one boy, what would be most appropriate? I mean, is this 
ok or do I need to change or modify?

Naresh: I like this. 

Such processes revealed how feedback from and the active 
engagement of the participants/ community members in design 
processes is essential to creating effective communication materials 
for local audiences. 

As community-outsiders, it was often diffi cult for the authors to 
decide which design elements to include in a given interface. To 
address this limitation, the authors regularly used methods such as 
focus groups and interviews to collect in-depth design feedback 
from users/participants. In one situation, Haru, a villager, was 
teaching the authors about various aspects of designing/detailing a 
local cultural artifact for integration into the design of a particular 
interface:

Interviewer: Tell me more about the color of “Madoli” (a 
musical instrument)

Haru: The color should be red.

Interviewer: The whole thing will be red, right?

Haru: No, the whole area will be red instead of this central 
area; use yellow here.  

Interviewer: Ok, the same will be applied to the other side, 
right? 

Haru: Our “Madoli” has two sides, one side is black and one 
side is colored. 

Interviewer: Black is ok, and as you said, this side will be 
colored.

Such inputs from local users enriched and guided the design process 
in a manner that allowed the authors to engage in meaningful 
and successful practices associated with co-creating culturally 
appropriate interfaces. Thus, by working with and learning from 
the participants/local users in an engaged and refl exive manner, the 
authors were able to co-design prototypes and interfaces that better 
met the information seeking and information use needs of a given 
local population.

DISCUSSION
This paper summarizes a case study that examined communication 
design practices related to meeting the design expectations of 

individuals in a particular local context. In the study reported here, 
cultural values, belief systems, aesthetics, computational abilities, 
and local information practices represented initial factors in 
designing a culturally meaningful information and communication 
solution.  Moreover, local wisdom and knowledge system are other 
guiding forces for culturally meaningful design praxis (Kapuire, 
Winschiers-Theophilus, Chivuno-Kurio, Bidwell, & Blake 2010). 
Specifi cally, the authors examined methods for learning and 
addressing the local design preferences of indigenous persons 
living in villages in Purulia, India. 

The information collected during the process of working with local 
individuals on designs revealed several communicative barriers 
and structural constraints that affect not only the individuals 
examined in this study, but also many individuals living in 
developing nations.  Such factors include low levels of literacy, 
lack of language profi ciency, limited knowledge of computing 
technologies, and poor telecommunications services. These 
contextual factors infl uenced the communication design process.  
They also revealed that engaging in effective design practices in 
such contexts requires one to work closely with local audiences 
to address these factors in ways that meet local needs. As such, 
this case can provide communication designers with ideas and 
approaches for engaging in meaningful and effective design 
practices when creating materials for international audiences in 
different locations.  The information in this section provides and 
overview of approaches communication designers can use to apply 
such concepts in different international contexts. 

Information and Communication Design Ap-
proaches
To address the aforementioned barriers and constraints 
communication designers often face when creating materials 
for audiences in developing nations, the authors embraced a 
multidisciplinary design approach (Mazé & Redström, 2007).  This 
approach involved ethnographic fi eldwork (including in-depth 
interviewing and focus group interactions) and co-designing activities.  
The objective of this approach was to work with local audiences to co-
create culturally meaningful information and communication design 
solutions/products. The fi rst step in this process involved conducting 
research (including fi eld-study) on a long-term basis. The idea was to 
build trust with members of the intended local audience and to create a 
foundation for engaging members of this audience in interactions that 
could be used to examine and enhance design choices. Accordingly, 
this ongoing research was initiated in 2011, and multiple visits to 
indigenous villages and engaged dialogues with the community 
insiders helped the authors build needed trust and credibility as well 
as to reduce skepticism about the purpose and intention of the project. 
For such projects, gaining the confi dence and the trust of community 
members is imperative for building and maintaining a collaborative and 
participative environment.  In essence, creating such an environment 
is the key driving-force for a co-design approach, particularly in 
marginalized communities/contexts.  

To build such confi dence and trust when working with different 
communities around the globe, communication designers might do 
the following:

• Make long-term contact with local communities. By doing 
so, communication designers can gain a better understanding 
of the context affecting local communication practices (e.g., 
structural and communication barriers experienced by local 
communities).
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• Pay close attention to trust building processes. Through such 
efforts, communication designers can reduce the skepticism 
of local people and build an environment conducive to 
participation and co-creation.

• Engage respectfully with community members in collaborative 
co-creative processes. In so doing, communication designers 
can involve local voices and agencies to collectively explore, 
create, and refi ne problem-solving avenues/activities.

While this listing is far from comprehensive, it does note those 
key steps that communication designers should undertake in all 
instances of trying to build trust with communities from other 
cultures. 

Visual Design Processes
The design process described in this case study also espouses visual 
methodologies to address the issue of low literacy (Toyama, 2010).  
As a part of this process, the authors created an initial design 
prototype by using purely visual elements. The authors presumed 
that, in low-literacy contexts, the majority of the participants might 
not be able to read textual information. 

By refl exively attending to the community feedback provided 
during these processes, the authors engaged participants in local-
level design drawing sessions.  In these sessions, individuals created 
culturally meaningful visual representations and developed agreed-
upon descriptions of the visuals in Bengali, a regional language. 

For this project, a regional language was used in the interface 
primarily for two reasons:

• Many villagers learned the Bengali language in their schools.

• Most of the local community members were unable to read 
English (as compared to Bengali).

Thus, the authors selected community-generated and collectively selected 
visuals for creating a computer interface that better met the needs for this 
group of local users. Additionally, to address the relatively low level of 
profi ciency many participants had with computers, the navigational 
structure developed from interactions with local participants was relatively 
simple and included few buttons used as navigation aids on the fi nal 
interface. The authors also provided participants with oral step-by-step 
guidance during initial use of the interface in order to reduce participants’ 
inhibitions. In this way, the design process addressed the local language and 
illiteracy issues through a co-creative process that allowed the researches 
to identify and effectively design for such factors.

When undertaking similar projects that involve co-creating 
information solution for/designing materials for international 
contexts, communication designers might adopt the following 
approaches: 

• Use community-generated and collectively selected visuals. By 
using such visuals, communication designers can effectively 
co-create culturally appropriate and contextually meaningful 
visual design elements that better address local expectations 
and preferences.

• Incorporate local language and symbols into the co-design 
processes. By doing so, communication designers will ensure 
that the design elements are more understandable and thereby 
can attract and include more local voices.

• Iterate and co-create navigational structures with active 
involvement of local participants. This approach allows 
communication designers to effectively reduce the inhibitions 
of illiterate (and semi-literate) participants and encourage the 
use of a communication product.

• Incorporate local cultural perspectives and aesthetic perceptions 
in design processes.  Doing so allows communication designers 
to situate local knowledge at the center of design activities 
and foster the local-global knowledge exchange and mutual 
learning processes.

By using such approaches to include local populations into the 
design process, communication designers can develop materials 
that better meet local communication expectations, preferences, 
and needs in relation to design. 

Locally Situated Contextual Design
Another aspect of this design process was in-situ work.  Such 
work involved the designers staying in an isolated geographical 
region, experientially learning from the local spaces, and creating 
design solutions based upon what they observed. Such an approach 
allowed the designers/authors and the community insiders/
participants to frequently and closely communicate with each other, 
share design thoughts and feedback, and mutually resolve confl icts. 
This approach, in turn, allowed for more meaningful co-creation 
practices that led to the development of an interface that met both 
cultural communication expectations and local conditions of use. 

The use of in situ design also resulted in important learning 
moments for the authors, as they had to understand a number of 
the conditions affecting communication in the local context (e.g., 
limited access to resources). Infrequent telecommunication and 
Internet services, an inconsistent electricity supply, and the limited 
availability of motorized vehicles (for visiting nearby cities) were 
all challenges faced by the authors during the designing process. 
By experiencing such situational constraints directly, the authors 
began to better understand and design for such constraints when 
creating prototype interfaces for local users. Accordingly, these 
experiences prompted the authors/designers to espouse low-tech 
options and locally available resources (e.g., collective drawing 
sessions were organized where papers and crayons were used). 
This design process, thus, sought to bridge the design reality gaps 
(David, Sabiescu, & Cantoni, 2013) for effectively addressing the 
situated needs of the underserved by understanding and meeting 
those needs.

Communication designers who plan to undertake similar projects for 
international audiences might consider the following strategies:

• Conduct in-situ design activities that allow the designer to 
learn more about local contexts and constraints faced by local 
populations.  During this process, the designer should consult 
with local individuals when in order to design informational 
materials in ways that better address such local constraints and 
are thus more usable in local contexts.

• Design research processes based on the local infrastructures and 
available resources. Doing so allows communication designers to 
make the process more responsive to local resource constraints 
and more effectively collect better local data.  Doing so can not 
only lead to more effective data collection, but can also provide 
insights on issues (e.g., infrastructure limitations) that need to be 
considered during the later design process.
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• Use locally produced and multiple variations of prototypes 
(e.g., paper and digital version) for testing and developing 
iterations of designs for local audiences. By doing so, 
communication designers can collect rich ethnographic data 
and record frequent and in-depth feedback of local users in 
co-creating community centered design solutions.

In sum, various local conditions can affect how, when, and where 
individuals can access information and materials in different 
contexts.  The more communication designers are aware of and 
sensitive to such factors, the more effectively they can design 
materials that address them effectively. 

Indigenous Knowledge and Its Relevance
In contrast to the modernistic approach, the research process 
reported here tried to engage and learn from indigenous knowledge 
and wisdoms. The key was to work with, collect information 
and feedback from, and listen to and learn from local users.  For 
instance, the authors refl exively learned about various cultural 
artifacts from interviewees and discussions with local artisans, 
and they then diligently applied these ideas when designing visual 
elements for local users.  During this process, the authors presented 
members of the local community with multiple design alternatives 
and asked for comments and critiques on these alternatives.  This 
approach allowed participants to engage in dialogic processes in 
which community insiders made informed design choices as they 
had more options from which to select. Thus, this collaborative and 
iterative process allowed designers and participants to learn from 
each other through sharing and discussing design matters. 

Communication designers interested in designing materials for 
international audiences might therefore consider the following 
approaches: 

• Include indigenous wisdom in design activities by making 
local audiences part of those activities. This approach can 
allow communication designers to create an environment 
where different audiences can converse with each other to co-
create innovative solutions.

• Interact with and learn from local cultural participants. 
Through such learning, communication designers can invite 
and embrace multiple perspectives and thought processes in 
design outcomes.

• Conduct collaborative and interactive design by discussing 
and sharing ideas with local people. This approach can allow 
communication designers to foster co-design processes 
where local people can make collective design decisions in 
generating multiple design alternatives to effectively address 
local information needs.

In sum, the more communication designers can learn about local 
wisdom and practices via interacting with the members of such 
populations, the better the chances they can design materials that 
address the needs and expectations of those groups. 

Community Insiders as Co-Designers
The inclusion of a local community member in the core design 
team of this project was another key aspect of this co-design 
process. This individual’s involvement in co-designing activities 
enhanced the design process in multiple ways. During the fi eld 
research, especially in interaction and feedback sessions, this local 
community member acted as a bridge between community insiders 

and the designers. His presence and participation in user-interface 
presentations and demonstrations was catalytic for creating 
dialogic moments. Also, during the interface development phase, 
he (sometime along with other participants/community members) 
watched and provided feedback on each and every step.  Such in-
depth reviewing of design elements and strategies qualitatively 
enriched the design outcome as well as made it culturally relevant. 

Overall, this participant’s presence infl uenced the co-design process 
as he helped break down the communicative barriers between 
community insiders/participants and outsiders/authors. During the 
design dialogue and interactions, designers listened to the community 
feedback and actively learned from the cultural perspectives and 
the aesthetic perceptions.  Accordingly, subsequent versions of 
design elements were generated by the authors and in response to 
such information. In these ways, this insider’s participation allowed 
other community members to become co-designers in each phase 
of this information and communication design process. 

Communication designers who wish to engage in similar projects 
for co-creating informational materials and designs for international 
audiences might consider espousing this approach in the following 
ways:

• Include community members in the core-design team for a 
project. By making such decision, communication designers 
can invite local voices, inputs, feedback, and reviews on 
regular basis to make the design process responsive to local 
perspectives.

• Seek and incorporate local feedback in each and every step of 
communication design. By doing so, communication designers 
can ensure that community members are respectfully involved 
in the process and making informed design decisions.

• Let local community members cum co-designers to lead 
community dialogue and feedback sessions. Through such 
acts, communication designers can learn from multiply 
emerging discourses as well as can build an encouraging 
collaborative design environment to co-create avenues for 
contextually appropriate design solutions.

This kind of approach emphasizes the relevance of indigenous 
knowledge in co-creating need based information solution and 
situated community insiders at the centre of refl exive co-design 
processes.

CONCLUSION
To explore processes of co-creating a locally situated, responsive 
information and communication design solution, the authors 
identifi ed certain contextual constraints related to a particular 
international design case.  These constrains brought with them 
complexities related to co-designing information solutions/ 
products. To overcome such barriers when working in global 
contexts, communication designers should consider co-designing as 
a mechanism for addressing local conditions by making local users 
part of the design process. In so doing, communication designers 
should focus on fi ve communication design areas or aspects:

1. Participating in long-term engagement for building mutually 
trust and participative environment in a given local context.

2. Co-creating dialogic spaces where the designer and members 
of the intended audience can discuss prospective barriers 
affecting communication practices in a given location.
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3. Conducting in-situ transdisciplinary design research to bridge 
the difference between what designers think is needed and 
what local populations needs and can use. 

4. Developing an understanding of local cultural practices and 
knowledge systems by interacting with and listening to local 
users during the design process.

5. Including local people in the design process as co-learners, 
co-designers, partners, and leaders. 

When half of the global citizens are living with less than $2.50 
per capita per day (World Bank Development Indicator, 2008), 
and when the gaps between haves and have-nots are increasing 
(Sorrells, 2012), a contextually grounded in culturally appropriate 
refl exive co-design approach as described in this case study can 
create avenues for bringing about meaningful social change via 
effective design practices that better meet local conditions and 
expectations.
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