
Application for ‘Disability design and innovation in low resource 
settings’ workshop at CHI2021
This application is motivated by wanting to engage in conversation with 
a community of practitioners to discuss the challenges around 
collaborative research processes with, for and by disabled people. In the 
next pages I hope to substantiate this application by making explicit 
what from my current research and previous experiences can contribute 
to the aims set for the workshop. This is done in two parts:

1 - Current research
As a Doctoral candidate at the Technical University of Eindhoven  my 
research is centred on TRIPS, a 2.5 year long project whose main goal is 
to demonstrate the practical steps to engage and centre disabled people 
in the design of inclusive digital mobility solutions. This is currently being 
piloted in 7 European cities where disabled people, local authorities and 
transport providers are working together under the roof of participatory 
design traditions.

2 - Previous experience 
As a researcher at the Edtech hub - a global research partnership 
initiated by the Department for International Development in the UK - I 
bring forward my experience of conducting field studies in Tanzania and 
Kenya. This is combined with my working knowledge in HCI and 
participation in policy making coming from 10 years of experience with 
large scale digital transformation projects in the context of the UK’s 
Government Digital Services.



1 - Current research - disability policy and practice, 7 cities, Codesign
The driving purpose of the TRIPS project is to make public transport accessible 
for disabled people. What might be relevant to the workshop has to do with the 
strategies that are currently being explored in the project, to work through the 
following challenges:

- Co-creating a methodological process to be facilitated and co-owned by 
groups of disabled people;

- Conducting field studies in 7 cities  (6 countries) at the same time; each 
city working with a group of disabled people as co-researchers for the 
entire duration of the project (2.5 years);
 

- Attending to local variations in terms of how policy is localized, how the 
local ecosystem surrounding transport infrastructure varies significantly, 
as well as the cultural framings to codesign and the wider implications 
this has for engaging disabled people in public decision making 
processes;

- Negotiating the country specific barriers to engagement in the context 
of the COVID-19 pandemic. Our strategies unfold in conversation to the 
wide range of country specific adjustments made by each of the 
organisations involved and the groups of disabled people. 

We believe these might offer fertile paths for the discussion around conducting 
field studies with disabled people in low resource settings. 

https://trips-project.eu/about/


2 - Previous experience - Edtech, Government Digital Services UK, field studies in 
Tanzania and Kenya

“But more people are speaking out about problems and pitfalls in the world of 
design, where the assumptions and methods of designers do not receive nearly 
as much critical engagement as they should.” Ruha Benjamin. Race After Technology. 

‘When we welcome the concept of a sprint into our working processes, we are 
bringing with it notions about time and productivity that were developed in and 
for software development in U.S. settings. My toolbox suddenly feels heavier and 
crowded as I wonder who else is in there and what norms are at play in these 
methods. Why is this surfacing after a week of meeting people in Nairobi? How 
come this never came up when I was in those blue carpeted rooms in Newcastle 
talking about fishers with the MMO folk?Or at the official GDS day long 
assessments in Westminster? Or at the training sessions at GDS headquarters in 
Whitechapel?’ Researcher notes, Nairobi, 11 January 2020

There are two design case studies from my previous experiences that I hope can 
add to the discussion in the workshop:

- Conducting field studies in the cities of Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, and 
Nairobi, Kenya in the context of the EDTECH hub - a global non-profit 
partnership led by the Department for International Development (DfID), 
the WorldBank, the Gates Foundation and Cambridge University. 

- Working as the lead user researcher in the Digital transformation 
programme of the Marine Management Organisation (UK Government 
department).



2 - Previous experience (continued)
These previous experiences have to do with research methods that bring civil 
society into policy making and software development processes. From the 
combined knowledge of working In the context of UK’s public digital services as 
well as in international development settings, I am specifically interested in 
exploring the complications with:

- Using dominant design methods from the west in ‘other’ geographical 
and cultural settings

- What does a ‘global body of research’ and ‘research in a global setting’ 
mean in the context of the emerging discussions around design and 
decoloniality?

- Challenging the notions of universal design, value neutral frameworks 
e.g. toolkits that are relevant to local contexts but can also be 
abstracted, replicable and scalable and how this relates to funding 
structures

To conclude, the insight I hope to offer to the workshop is around collaborative 
and critical research process that operate across access needs, distance and 
difference; that respect and honour the concerns and hopes of disabled people 
participating in a project. This means involving them in processes that they are 
not just participating in but potentially controlling, reframing and making use of 
to their own ends. The guiding principle is to guarantee that the people most 
affected by a change-process, are centred in the planning and development of 
it - and ultimately are in control of determining what this process is used for, 
and how it will affect their lives.

Email: e.m.vasconcelos.de.gouveia@tue.nl



Application for ‘Disability design and 
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Elvia Vasconcelos is Doctoral candidate at the 
Technical University of Eindhoven, in the 
Department for Industrial Design. Elvia’s work 
Investigates the politics of participation and 
accessibility in the Future Everyday research 
cluster. This work explores the notion of 
participation as ‘being together’ and is interested 
in situated explorations of what being together 
means. In her work, Elvia has been using 
sketchnotes - a form of visual note taking that 
combines words with simple drawings - to have 
conversations and tell stories in simple, accessible 
and engaging ways. These sketches act as 
conversation sites that in the to and fro between 
people create a common ground on which to 
create shared meaning. Done collectively, they 
emerge from a continuous process of listening and 
exchange, where we negotiate our understanding 
of things together. 

Thank you for your time.

Email e.m.vasconcelos.de.gouveia@tue.nl


