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1. INTRODUCTION

The challenge of designing for developing communities is not, in my opinion, all that different for designing for communities we can find locally. There are many lessons that can be learned locally and adapted for international work.

2. TECHNOLOGY

Cell phones have drastically changed the way isolated communities interact in ways other technologies have not been able to touch. While volunteering in the Bronx one winter break, I was shocked to see men and women that could not afford food, whether just one night or for a week at a time, owned cell phones and Bluetooth headsets. For many people the temptation of buying a cell phone, because they can afford it now, does not connect with having to pay a monthly bill later. Often simply having money does not translate into using it in a sustainable fashion – the way middle class Americans think about and manage money is quite different from spending styles of lower income individuals. Educating communities on financial management should be a huge piece of international development, with additional challenges of often illiterate students. 

On another volunteer trip, I witnessed 8th grade children in San Francisco change their entire attitudes of school in a week when loaned laptops and given some direction to make autobiographical stories into movies. For many of these students, it was the only homework they did all year, while for others it may be the only therapy they receive in dealing with the grief of their 16 year old cousin who was killed in a drive by shooting. Access to technology facilitates the work and enthusiasm, but the potential to be published and encouragement that their stories were important and interesting was the real driving force – along with some individualized attention. Hopefully, those kids will go on to design their future communities with the opportunities they were given, from the ground up, in a way only they can because they know, live, and breathe the community.

3. PERSPECTIVE

Accessibility, whether physical access into homes or web access for the blind or illiterate, is not commonly considered by those who have always had access. In the US, access to running water may not be an issue, but access to clean water, or even easy access into a home, can be more difficult than expected. I have helped change the lives of three families by building wheelchair ramps for their homes. For one family, the existing ramp in and out of their home was simply a piece of plywood laid over existing stairs - imagine trying to push a wheelchair up or down a 45 degree ramp on an icy day to get to a critical doctors appointment. Safe mobility in and out of the home is not something many members of today’s design force have to consider in their own lives. 

Another way to consider perspective is in considering vision capabilites. Without being colorblind, or interacting with someone who is, it is not obvious that poor design can be built into colors – a red ball in a green, grassy field stands out clearly. A person with red-green color blindness can only rely on the difference in shape, not in color, to find the ball in the field. The designer and the individual are inherently going to have communication problems because the difficulty is not obvious to either one of them – for both individuals they see simply the way they see the world everyday, and may not realize the other person is privy to different visual cues. The Sapir-Whorf hypothesis from linguistics suggests that the language we learn defines the way we think about the world we live in – while communication difficulties exist because of a simple language barrier, difficulties may extend to different cognitive models of the world and how it works. Is is essential to match these cognitive models to design, implementation, and education in order to produce sustainable solutions.

4. HEALTHCARE

My short experience with the medical industry has further shown that lessons applicable to the developing community can be learned in the developed world. The most advanced technology in the world to prevent hospital acquired infections could be implemented in the clinical setting, but without influencing cultural change amongst the staff to enforce hand washing, battles will still need to be fought with infection. Healthcare workers often experience “software dazzle” where software solutions are purchased based on demos of impressive capabilities, without checking if the software actually matches the process that exists in practice (or assuming software will fix the fact that there is no process). This gap often leaves expensive technology unused, or creates more stress for the workers. In depth root cause analysis points to solutions that are often much simpler and cheaper– for example, involving the patients, the individual whose health is at risk, in a game to encourage healthcare providers to wash their hands costs significantly less than purchasing all the materials needed to isolate each patient. Changes in healthcare have long been influenced by financial decisions without the cultural studies to go along with how best to effect change. Training and changes must be worked in while completing the tasks for the day – healthcare, much like life in developing countries, can not be paused to implement change, as patients much be treated and food and water must be acquired daily. 

5. ACTION

Where do these lessons learned locally take us? There are several sources of manpower that could be better utilized by the HCI community that is doing HCI field work. 

5.1 Corporate Citizenship

Corporate citizenship could be a huge resource to apply to usable, sustainable development. Large corporations and small businesses are increasingly encouraging and supporting their employees to give back, either through donations or volunteer opportunities. For example, Squid labs is a small technology company that does “real” engineering work but values “do-good” work  as well. They developed a method for making eyeglass lenses in 5-10 minutes, capable of making different prescriptions with one piece of equipment. Can you put a value on the gift of sight and the possibilities that open because of corrected vision? Accenture Development Program sends experience consultants to developing countries, donating skilled labor and keeping their employees engaged in their work. Pair these programs with user centered design experts and a wealth of resources becomes available. 

5.2 Undergraduates and New Graduates

There are many programs that allow motivated individuals at the undergraduate and new graduate level to travel to developing countries. At University of Illinois alone, one could volunteer in developing countries with Engineers without Borders, International Impact and a handful of special interest groups that choose to send international trips. The public university undergrad corps could be a great resource to tap – creative minds, frustrated with the status quo who could be trained how to aid in international development wisely. Of my many friends who graduated last year, only a small handful went to work at jobs that could be considered steps to eventual careers. Many more went into Teach for America, Peacecorps, Americorps, or are teaching English abroad. These are people who want to change the world, and are looking for exactly the right opportunity to open in front of them.  There is a huge pool of interdisciplinary talent out there that is just waiting for instructions on what to do, that the HCI community could train in culturally-aware development and utilize for specific projects. 

6. CONCLUSION

The big concepts that I have mentioned above are 1) Important lessons can be learned in the “home” field before spending money on visas and international travel that can then be applied to the international situation. 2) Communication and education are key in effecting cultural change and developing sustainable solutions. 3) There is an enormous resource of motivated students and recent graduates that , with minor guidance, could be implementing HCI and usability tactics in their daily international work. 

7. QUESTIONS

1. How do you establish guidelines to determine if technology is really the ultimate solution or if cultural change and education needs to be your primary focus? How do you give proper weight to the fact that people will be dazzled by technology and excited to try something new out?

2. How do you best harness the power of capable and willing people in sustainable ways? What role should usability and the usability community play in existing international development programs and projects (Peacecorps, Engineers without Borders, etc)? 

3. What if you gave everyone in the world a camera cell phone, and access to a webspace that they understood how to post pictures to? What would you see? What would happen if you could connect people with money to donate a few cents a day to the people taking the pictures that move them? 

4. Is there some benefit that could be gained from crowd sourcing technologies to international, sustainable, usable development?

5. Can education and business lessons learned in the developing setting be applied to a developed context (is there a business case for usable, sustainable development within the developed world)?

6. What is the most simplified version of a cell phone possible (ie the ipod shuffle version of a cell phone)? Is it the same for developing contexts as well as developed contexts? Is there a useful hardware solution or would a modular approach to cell phone software create the simplest, usable phone?
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