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Abstract 
HCI researchers continue to expand the geographic and 
comparative ranges of their research by conducting 
studies outside of traditional sites in the Western world. 
Research in these sites continues to broaden the 
community’s understanding of technology use; 
however, the methods used in these studies are 
primarily observational, and instances of using design 
methods in these contexts are scarce. We describe our 
experiences using three established design methods in 
our studies of ICTs in rural, Western Kenya: 1) 
sketching; 2) “cultural probes”; and 3) design 
documentaries. We argue that integrating these 
methods into HCI research, especially among 
“marginalized” groups draws attention to the 
complexities of these populations’ everyday lives, and 
points to design opportunities that do not necessarily 
focus on addressing long-standing socio-economic 
problems (i.e., health, education, livelihoods, and so 
on)—as has been traditional in HCI.  

Introduction 
User research in HCI has expanded to include studies 
that take place outside of the Western world, including 
a growing number of studies examining ICT use in 
Africa.  Much of this research has been informally called 
“ethnography,” although formally trained 
anthropologists would argue that few HCI researchers 
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spend the time or the breadth of engagement with 
communities that would merit that label [4]. More 
frequently, describing these efforts as qualitative user 
studies, which rely on interview and observational 
methods to investigate users’ interactions with 
technology is appropriate.  

This approach is suitable given the exploratory nature 
of many of these projects, researchers’ limited time in 

the field, and because technology use in sites, such as 
rural sub-Saharan Africa, remains understudied within 
HCI. However, this approach also tends to be aimed at 
identifying users’ needs, which can be disempowering 
to marginalized populations—a critique offered by 
Dourish and Mainwaring [1]. These scholars also 
encourage HCI researcher to use methods that “engage 
with people [on] their own terms.”  

We agree with this perspective, and argue that design 
methods are well-suited for achieving this engagement 
because they give respondents more agency in the 
research and design process. Further, and based on 
findings from our use of design methods in our long-
term fieldwork in Western Kenya, we find that these 
methods are useful for drawing attention to the 
complexities of marginalized user groups’ everyday 
lives; they reveal design opportunities that do not 
necessarily focus on addressing long-standing socio-
economic problems (i.e., health, education, livelihoods, 
and so on), as has been traditional in HCI.  

Fundi Wa Simu and Design Drawing 
To understand how local knowledge can contribute to 
the design of mobile phones that are suitable for rural 
Kenya, Wyche and Dillahunt interviewed and observed 
34 fundi wa simu (Swahili for mobile phone 
repairers)[5]. A design drawing exercise complemented 
their interviews and observations and they asked each 
repairer to draw a new mobile phone (Figure 1).  

The innovative concepts depicted in the drawings reveal 
how capable Kenyan repairers are at developing 
technical solutions to the problems they encounter—
perhaps even more so than the Western designers who 
are geographically and culturally distant from the 

 

Figure 1: Mobile phone Repairers’ Drawings 



 

conditions our repairers work in. In other words, our 
use of sketching, draws attention to Kenyan repairers’ 
creativity and expertise, characterizations which may 
not become apparent when using methods aimed at 
uncovering users’ “needs,” and opportunities to develop 
technological interventions that address them.  

Cultural Probes and Rural Households 
Domestic settings remain a central topic of interest 
among HCI researchers and various design methods 
exist to understand technology use in this context. 
Cultural probes are a notable example of these 
methods; they are typically small packages that can 
include various artifacts (like a map, postcard, camera 
or diary) along with a task, which are given to 
participants to allow them to record specific events, 
feelings or interactions [2]. The aim is to elicit 
inspirational responses from people, in order to 
understand culture, peoples’ thoughts and values 
better, and thus stimulate designer's imaginations. 

This method is commonly used to in Western settings, 
but has not been used to investigate domestic life in 
Africa. As part of a larger research project investigating 
M-Kopa, a solar charging system, we asked rural 
Kenyan householders to engage in various probe 
exercises, including one we named “The Comment 
Box,” and describe here.    

As shown in Figure 2, each of our 20 respondents was 
given a cardboard box with 14 question cards. 
Questions on the cards included, “What is something 
Americans should know about Kenyans?”; “Be quiet 
and listen. What do you hear?”; and “Describe a good 
thing that happened today.” Respondents were asked 
to reply to one or two cards a day, and to place their 

responses in the box. After 10-days we returned to the 
homes and collected 230 responses. 

Our initial analysis of these responses reveals that 
people do not live their lives in health sectors, or 
education sectors, or infrastructure sectors, arranged in 
tidy compartments. Instead they live in families, 
villages, communities, countries, where all the issues of 
everyday life merge. These findings suggest 
opportunities for HCI researcher to connect the dots 
between these aspects of peoples’ lives with efforts to 
design interventions narrowly aimed at improving their 
health, education, livelihoods, and so on.  

 

Figure 2: Comment Box and Response 



 

Design Documentaries and Local Innovation 
Here we describe using “design documentaries” to 
document the creative re-use of materials in rural 
Kenya. This design method “support[s] researchers 
who wish to expose people’s rich idiosyncratic and 
elusive everyday life and understand it on its own 
terms” [3]. Raijmakers et al. developed this video-
based tool with the specific goal of inspiring designers. 

During the summer of 2016, we interviewed, observed 
and filmed craftspeople in Western Kenya. Videos 
documented a young woman making dolls out of old 
mattresses, young men using scrap metal to make 
“jiko” ovens, and boys making soccer balls using 
discarded plastic bags. Figure 3, shows a video 
documenting how Walter made a “tippy-tap,” a 
handwashing machine for rural areas.  

Similar to the aforementioned design drawings, these 
video also draw attention to what people can do, rather 
than what they need. Moving forward we will show 
these videos to students, to inspire and inform design 
ideas for rural Kenya.  

Workshop Questions 
As a participant in the workshop we will use our 
experiences, from using design methods in rural Kenya, 
question to explore these questions:  

1. What design opportunities do our findings 
inspire? 

2. Why are there few examples of using design 
methods in sites similar to where we conduct 
research?  

3. What ethical issues should be accounted for 
when using design methods in this context? 

4. What novel or alternative design methods can 
emerge from these contexts?  

 

 

Figure 3: “Tippy Tap” design documentary 
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