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In our journey of re-appropriating co-creation methods 
for remote collaborations, we have placed ourselves 
continuously in the shoes of a local and a non-local 
placemaker, but walked together to reach our destination. 

Dichotomies in everything we explored, starting from 
our different backgrounds and ending up with the same 
vision, have been illustrated in dichromatic colors. We 
hope the instruction on the last page of this booklet will 
assist you to read about our journey.

- Mumtaheena and Robin

Welcome!
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Participatory community development projects (PCDP) that 
conventionally relied on face-to-face co-creation activities have 
been greatly affected by the lock-downs and travel restrictions 
caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. These restrictions have 
forced co-creators to rethink and find an alternative practice that 
can facilitate remote collaborations. This paradigm shift leads to 
investigating how these projects can be run and developed even 
with the crisis that affects mobility and presence on-site.

Increased online interactions and remote work possibilities 
that emerge from the current pandemic create new ground to 
investigate co-creation practices. Contemporary literature and 
research discuss the process of collaboration in remote work 
culture and the digitalization of co-creation. However, there is a gap 
between digitalized remote facilitation and co-creation in cross-
cultural PCDP. Research on methods of co-creation and analysis 
of the roles and ethical responsibilities of co-creators collaborating 
remotely in PCDP can bridge this gap.

Content analysis of conventional methods of co-creation and case 
studies of architectural design studios working remotely in PCDP 
introduced the possibility of re-appropriating co-creation methods 
for remote collaboration. Chalmers Reality Studio 2021 (RS) acted 
as a ground for co-developing a prototype of re-appropriation. The 
studio included remote collaboration with co-creators from local 
communities, Community Based Organizations, Architectural Non-
Governmental Organizations in seven contexts of PCPD worldwide. 
The multitude of collaborators contributed to the evaluation of re-
appropriation from both a local and non-local perspective.

This thesis contains thoughts and reflections that identify different 
aspects of remote collaboration and the role of co-creators in 
PCDP through reflexive written and visual essays. In addition, the 
re-appropriated methods co-developed with RS, visual models 
of re-appropriation, participation, and facilitation can aid future 
co-creators to engage in PDCP. To contribute more than just 
conceptually, a prototype for a digital platform–Placemakers Kit is 
designed for the accessibility of anyone collaborating in a PCDP. 
The Placemaker’s Kit harbors the methods and case studies of 
co-creation from RS and welcomes future co-creators to share 
their stories on the platform. With a speculative scenario, we 
show the applicability of the Placemaker’s Kit and our hope for 
future opportunities of remote collaboration in PCDP beyond the 
limitations caused by the pandemic.

Keywords: Co-creation, Co-design, Community development, 
Design methods, Remote collaboration, Digital platform

Figure 1: The impossible knot of reality

Abstract
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Our thesis is divided into four main chapters, 
each representing parts of our journey. Each 
chapter includes an introduction page with 
brief details about what to expect. Reading 
instructions suggested for the readers can be 
found in foldable parts of the covers.  

The first chapter, Beginning, includes the start 
of the journey when we formed the research 
question and delimited the focuses of this thesis.

Act 1 - Thinking includes our thought process 
and concepts all through this research. 
Dichotomies found in everything we explored 
are represented with overlapping dichromatic 
colors blue and red. They are developed to be 
read separately using red and blue transparent 
sheets, which can be found at the end of this 
booklet along with further reading instructions.

Act 2 - Doing documents the process of 
realizing the applicability of the concepts in our 
research. In Act 2, blue and red represents 
non-local and local or remote and on-site. It 
is suggested to have the folded front cover (with 
reading instructions) open while reading this.

The two acts work separately by themselves 
but should be read together to grasp the whole 
picture.

Finally, Continuing consists of our vision of 
contributing to the research and carrying on 
the journey beyond this thesis. The additional 
green color in this chapter is added to introduce 
the Placemaker’s Kit and our hope for a more 
collaborative and sustainable future.

Welcome!
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Beginning

Impacts of the global pandemic COVID-19 challenged and 
changed nearly every facet of our lives. We are struggling but at 
the same time finding strategies to fight against and work amid 
the pandemic. Architectural Non-Governmental Organizations 
(NGOs) and Academia worldwide, especially those working with 
participatory community development projects, struggle to continue 
their project operations. These projects, which involve international 
collaboration, local participation, and on-site interventions, have 
been stopped or paused due to lockdowns and travel restrictions. 
One reason for this is that the local organizations and communities 
focus on more pressing health and survival issues. Also, there is 
a lack of routines and experience running participatory activities 
under the current circumstances. This uncertainty is threatening 
to the cross-cultural partnerships and the developments of local 
communities.

Different sectors and professions conform to the ‘new normal,’ 
adapting and exploring new collaboration methods with limited 
or no physical proximity. Academia is also evolving with digital 
interactions and remote work practice, converting what was 
previously considered impossible or not advisable into new 
possibilities. This paradigm shift is an inspiration to dig deeper into 
the community development sector and reflect upon the ecological 
footprint and the ethical discrepancies of how co-creators in cross-
cultural collaborations between non-locals working internationally 
and locals working within the communities can develop their 
projects even under ‘normal’ circumstances.

Now is the time when collaboration and co-creation are proven 
necessary at a global scale. The current pandemic and examples 
of design contributions we experienced encourage us to 
investigate alternative co-creation and co-design approaches. 
Crisis and urgency bring the necessity of new creative innovations. 
Researchers and designers have been trying and finding ways to 
ensure safety by challenging the existing standards and norms of 
practice. There is also the need to reflect if the international and 
intranational collaborations in participatory community development 
projects could be improved and stimulated to be more effective and 
sustainable by adopting remote collaboration methods.

Background
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Research Question

How can co-creation methods re-appropriated for remote collaborations contribute to 
community development projects and support the local and non-local placemakers?

Find the co-
creation methods! 

Develop a 
process of  
re-appropriation!

Identify different 
types of remote 
collaborations?

Established approaches, tools, or procedures of 
co-creation, that support a specific aim.

The United Nations defines community 
development as “a process where community 
members come together to take collective action 
and generate solutions to common problems.” 
(Wikipedia, 2021)

Non-hierarchical partnership between different 
co-creators in a co-creation process.

Remote collaborators, who are less connected 
to the community or context through physical 
proximity or socio-cultural background/ 
knowledge; may or may not have co-creation 
experience in a similar context.

All who make and sustain the quality of human 
settlements, including principally the people and 
communities who are the inhabitants, architects, 
planners, or experts (Hamdi, 2010).

Localized collaborators, who are more 
connected to the community or context through 
physical proximity or socio-cultural background/ 
knowledge, may or may not have co-creation 
experience in a similar context.

To adapt conventional co-creation methods to be 
suitable for collaborative co-creation processes 
remotely.

Having limited or no physical proximity to the 
community or context, in this case,due to 
the restrictions in response to the COVID-19 
pandemic. 

Purpose

Co-creation Method

Community Development

Collaboration

Non-local

Placemakers

Local 

Re-appropriate

Remote

This research aims to contribute to cross-cultural collaborators who work in community 
development projects and face challenges working remotely during the pandemic. Methods re-
appropriated for remote co-creation can assist their processes, while analysis of the local and 
non-local collaborators’ roles in the collaborative process can support the collaboration as a 
whole. 

An additional purpose of this research is to bring out new opportunities for remote collaboration in 
co-creation beyond the limitations caused by the pandemic.

Explore the field 
of development!

Define the roles 
in partnerships?

Make the methods 
accessible!

Act 1 - Thinking Act 2 - Doing Continuing

This is what we mean by -
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Delimiting our Research

Figure 4: Delimitation diagramFigure 3: Stakeholder analysis diagram

Stakeholders include mostly the local and non-local placemakers working in community 
development projects, with or without connection to architectural NGOs, humanitarian 
organizations and academia. Local and non-local placemakers, who supported us with knowledge 
had a low stake and low influence in our project. Academia - Reality Studio and their collaborators 
have greatly influenced our process as we co-developed the re-appropriation with them, but had 
no stake in our work. However, academia also includes our supervisors and ourselves, having 
both high influence and high stake. Finally, Markus Zorn, with his thesis had a high stake in the 
co-development of re-appropriation but less influence as his focus was only on games as a co-
creation method.

We delimited our research by identifying the target group, under the label ‘who?’, the field of 
research, labeled ‘where?’ and phase of the design process, labeled ‘when?’. With the question 
‘how?’, we determined methods of research and how we have followed through with them. Lastly, 
the question ‘what?’ helped us to envision the possible outcomes of our thesis. In the following 
diagram, the opacity of the circles represents how much emphasis is put on each field. This 
means all the white circles are only briefly touched upon.
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ACT 1 Thinking

What to Expect

Reading Instructions

On Architecture describes our reflections on the definition of 
architecture, our roles as architects. We question the conventional 
approach to architecture that we learn as the golden standard 
developed for the 10% that can afford it, which may not be ideal to 
follow for the other 90% of humanity.

On Colonialism and On Development includes discourse 
of colonialism and neo-colonialism in relation to the field of 
development and the ongoing implications through institutionalized 
colonial rules. We reflect on the literature studies within this field 
that made us question who defines development, and for whom. 
 
On Participatory Design presents an exploration of participatory 
design from different literatures and its role within community 
development practices. It is an ideal approach to engage local 
communities and empower them to develop independently but we 
question what is it that actually enables local communities.

On Participation includes reflexive essays describing the partici-
patory design and the critiques of participation that often get a dis-
proportionately larger room in the discourse. With this, we reflected 
on how to fully understand the issues and to be able to argue for it, 
by continuing to climb the mountain of participatory practices.

On Design-Build and Voices from Placemakers presents our ex-
plorations about community development projects through literature 
studies and semi-structured interviews with professionals working 
in this sector. We reflect on design-build studios within architecture 
education and discuss possibilities of remote collaboration.

On Remoteness presents our thoughts on what is local or non-lo-
cal in remote collaboration and the discourse on how globalization 
has blurred the borders. We conclude by realizing instead of who 
is local or non-local and their roles in cross-cultural collaboration, 
the inclusivity, and engagement of the collaborators should be the 
driving force of the projects.

On Co-creation illustrates the concept of co-creation and how it 
differs from conventional practice, describing all the phases that 
co-creation includes.

Dichotomies found in everything we explored are represented with 
overlapping dichromatic colors blue and red. They are developed 
to be read separately using red and blue transparent sheets, which 
can be found at the end of this booklet along with further reading 
instructions.

What it means to be local or non-local p. 36-37 
With red and blue texts, this illustration shares our 
reflections on how any part of the world can be local 
or non-local in a remote collaboration depending on 
where the community is.

N

IF ACTING IN ACCORDANCE WITH THE CODES O

F P
RO

FE
SS

IO
NAL C

ONDUCT WILL ENSURE ETHICAL B

EHAV
IO

R.
 IT

 IS

 A CONFUSION ENCOURAGED BY THE ARB (ARCHITECTS 

ENTITLEMENT’. P
ARTICIPATORY WORK REDUCES DEPENDENCIES ON STATE OR OTHER ORGANIZATIONS AND CAN CREATE THE OPPORTUN

ITY FO
R NEW

 KINDS OF ORGANIZATIONS TO EMERGE, PROVIDING CONTINUITY, O
N

C
E TH

E O
U

TSID
ER

S PU
LL O

U
T. TH

E W
O

M
E

N
’S BAN

K, AND ALL OTHER INFORMAL ENTERPRISES WORLDWIDE, ARE GOOD EXAMPLES. 

TA
P 

TH
E IN

GENUITY O
F PEOPLE TO DISCOVER WAYS OF SOLVING PROBLEMS THAT MAY NOT BE A PART OF THE EXPERT REPERTOIRE. THEY ENABLE ‘…

THE CONSTRUC
TIO

N
 O

F ALTERNATIVE VERSIONS OF THE WORLD, TO FASHION NETW
ORKS OF SOLIDARITY, AND BUILD PEO

PLE’S C
O

N
FID

ENCE IN THEIR OWN KNOWLEDGE AND CAPABILITIES AND WITH IT A SENSE OF 

TO SHOW THE ETHICAL PAUCITY OF THE ARB CODE …
 I RECKON M

Y HAIRDRESSER CO
ULD M

EET TH
O

S
E STANDARDS. IN FACT, I RECKON HE EXCEEDS THEM, HAVING TURNED 

DOWN THE BUSINESS OF A CERTAIN WELL- KNOW
N

 AR
C

H
ITECT W

HO HAD BEHA
V

ED B
A

DLY JUST ONCE TOO OFTEN. (TILL, 2009)T  MY HAIRDRESSER 

COULD MEET THOSE STANDARDS. 
IN

 
FACT, 

I 

RE
C

K
O

N 

HE EXCEEDS THEM, HAVING TURNE 
T

C
O

M
M

O
N

SE
N

SE
 IN

D
IC

AT
O

R
 T

O
 T

HE
 P

RINCIPLES O
F 

GOO
D 

PR
AC

TI
CE

.” H
OWEVER, THIS HIGH- MINDED INTENT IS SIMPLY NOT 

D
EL

IV
ER

ED
 IN

 T
H

E 
D

ET
AI

L 
O

F 
TH

E CODE. T
HER

E 
AR

E 
TW

EL
VE

 STANDARDS THAT MUST BE FOLLOW
ED BY ANYONE 

US
IN

G
 T

H
E 

TI
TL

E 
AR

C
H

IT
EC

T.
 JU

ST LISTIN
G

 K
EY

W
O

RD
S 

FR

OM THE HEADING OF EACH STANDARD IS ENOUGH 

REGISTRATION BOARD), THE REGISTRATION BODY FOR ARCHITECTS IN
 THE UK. THE INTRODUCTION TO THEIR CODE OF CO

NDUCT STATES: “TH
E 

CODE SHOULD BE CENTRAL TO THE LIFE OF AN ARCHITECT, 
NOT ONLY AS A SOURCE OF ETHICAL GUIDANC

E BU
T ALSO

 AS A 

THE QUESTION THROUGHOUT, H
OWEVER, IS

 WHO INITIATES THESE PROGRAMMES AND WHY? WHO REALLY BENEFITS? W
HAT AR

E SO
M

E O
F THE CONDITIONS THAT ENSURE SUCCESS?  (HAMDI 2010) KNO

W
IN

G
 TH

E AC
TO

R
S IS AN

 IM
PO

R
TAN

T PR
ELU

D
E TO

 PARTICIPATORY W
ORK. KNOWING THE ADVANTAGES AND RISKS THEY BRING 

TO PROJECT WORK HELPS BUILD COOPERATION AND BREAKDOWN STEREOTYPES. FINDING THE COMMON GROUND
, SHARING RISKS AND MUTUAL BENEFITS, UNDERSTANDING

 BO
TH

 M
O

N
ETAR

Y AN
D

 N
O

N
-M

O
N

ETAR
Y C

O
NTRIBUTIONS, SHARING AUTHORITY, RESPONSIBILITY AND BEING 

CONFL
IC

T A
MONG GROUPS VYING FOR POWER OR COMPETING FOR RESOURCES. THEY HELP 

ST
AG

ES
 O

F P

LA
NNING, ALSO HELP IDENTIFY AREAS OF POTE

NT
IA

L 

PA
RT

IC

IPATORY PROGRAMMES, IN THE EARLY
 

ACCOUNTABLE – ALL DISTINGUISH AND DEFINE PARTNERSHIPS AND ARE KEY TO THE PRACTICAL IMPLEMENTATION O
F PARTICIPATORY WORK.  FINALLY, ONE NEEDS TO BE SEN

SITIVE TO
 TH

E C
U

LTU
R

E O
F D

EC
ISI O

N M
AKING IN ANY ONE CONTEXT – THE RESPECT FOR HIERARCHY 

OR AUTHORITY OFTEN EMBEDDED IN
 SOCIAL PRACTICES, THE TIME AND STEPS IT TAKES TO REACH A DECISION. (HAMDI 2010) ONE OF THE MOST COMMONLY M

AD
E M

ISTAKES IS TO
 C

O
N

FU
SE PR

O
FESSIO

NAL PROPRIETY WITH AN ETHICAL POSITION, AS 

PA
RTICIPATORY PROGRAMMES, 

NEOLIBERALISM THRIVES ON THE CELEBRATION O

F I
ND

IV
ID

UA
L C

REA
TIV

ITY AS PART OF ITS UNEVEN, PROFIT-
DR

IV
EN

 M
ODEL O

F DEVELOPMENT. MOREOVER, THE EMPOWERMENT OF 

A REVIVED RADICAL P
RACTICE AND ONE THAT WAS UNAVOIDABLY COMPLACENT WITH LATE-CAPITALISM. THE DISCOURSE ON PARTICIPATORY ARCHITECTURE REMAINED, UNDER THE PRACTICE TURN, LARGELY FAITHFUL TO ITS PO

LITIC
AL–DEM

O
CRATIC

 R
O

O
TS, AN

D
 C

O
N

TIN
UED ITS W

O
RK ON THE EMPOWERMENT OF THE USERS, INCLUSIVENESS, AND DEMOCRATIC 

NEV
ER

TH
EL

ESS, T
HE HISTO
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DECISION-MAKING. THIS IS EVIDENCED BY THE RECENT ARCHITECTURAL DISCOURSE ON PARTICIPATION … INVOLVING THE USER IN THE PRO
DUCTION OF ARCHITECTURE MAY BE CONSIDERED A THREAT TO AN ARCHITEC

T’S C
R
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Y AND
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O
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N PROCESS. CONSEQUENTLY, WHEN ARCHITECTS DO ENCOURAGE USER 

PARTICIPATION, IT SIGNALS
 A DEMOCRATIC ACT. IT COMBINES THE EMPOWERMENT OF THE USER WITH A CRITICAL QUESTIONING
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F THE ARCHITECT’S POWER RELATIONSHIPS, BE THEY W

ITH PUBLIC CLIENTS O
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PERS. THIS DEM
OCRATIC DIMENSION RUNS THROUGH MOST OF THE HISTORY OF 
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PARTICIPATORY ARCHITECTURE …
 MAINTAINING AN OPPOSITION BETWEEN ARCHITECT AND USER HAS, UNDER THE PRACTICE TURN, BECOME INCREASINGLY QUESTIONABLE. CRITICAL DISCO

U
R

SES, FO
R

 EXAM
PLE, TEN D TO POLARISE THE VALUING OF CREATIVITY: IT IS CELEBRATED AS AN 

EMPOWERING VIRTUE FOR THE USER – 
ALLOWING FOR (R

E)APPROPRIATING AND (RE)CLAIMING SPACE – BUT DISMISSED, WHEN APPLIED TO THE ARCHITECT, AS A SO
URCE O

F DECADEN
C

E AN
D

 FR
IVO

LITY. SUCH POLARISATIONS CONVENIENTLY IGNORE THAT 

VTH
ESE POSTMODERN 

“ARCHITECTS ARE NOT 
ACTING FOR THEM-
SELVES BUT ON BEHALF 
OF OTHERS, AND THIS 
MEANS ACTING ETHI-
CALLY. IT IS TO ETHICS 
THAT WE NOW TURN” 
-JEREMY TILL

“ARCHITECTURE 
IS TOO IMPORT-
ANT TO BE LEFT 
TO ARCHITECTS.”
- GIANCARLO DE 
CARLO

“SMALL MIGHT BE 
BEAUTIFUL, BUT 
BIG IS NECESSARY”

- NABEEL HAMDI

N

Atop the slippery slope of participation p. 31 
Overlaid lines of text in blue and red cites literature 
on participatory practice and critiques against it. 
They represent the slippery slopes of participatory 
practices and, at the peak, the empowerment it 
can provide, while the essay next to it, shares our 
reflections on participatory design.

In dialogue with placemakers in community 
development p. 34 
Excerpts from our discussions with different 
placemakers in community development, working 
within the locality of the communities and 
internationally are illustrated in red and blue.

The colonoctopus p. 26-27
The blue octopus representing colonialism, that still 
has a firm grip on ex-colonies around the world, 
who are trying to break free, but still, the systemic 
issues posed and established under colonial 
rule, presented with red, inhibit local people and 
governments.

In the mind of an architect p.21 
Overlapping blue and red describe the conflicting 
thoughts we share on architecture profession 
and education. The essay on the opposing page, 
are our personal experiences and reflections as 
architects and students.

Aid or damage control? p.22-23
This highlights our perspective on development aid, 
blue and red parts representing the irony of how 
the developed parts are giving back the resources 
to the righful economy in less developed part in 
disguise of aid.
 

Dissecting co-creation p. 34-45
Blue and red overlapping texts represents 
conventional practice of architecture and co-
creation, each line connecting to all the phases that 
are well known in any co-creation story.

Collages p. 24-25, 28-29, 32-33, 38-39
These pages cover the three topics of exploration 
with a lot of intercollated materials where the 
white boxes are our thoughts and takeaways, the 
colored boxes are our notes or references, and the 
background with highlights represents part of the 
articles we found most interesting.

Colors and Concepts
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On ArchitectureOn Architecture

Even two years ago, my answer to the question ‘what is 
architecture’ would include the ‘object’ - a building or a 
structure. It was challenging to re-appropriate my architectural 
understanding of twelve years, but I have managed to expand it 
from only the product to the process, from just a problem solver 
to a place-maker, and from just constructing a structure to the 
construction of hope. I have explored other ways of architecture 
and learned to shape it in the forms of a book, a board game, or 
even an essay. 

In the first years of my formal architectural education, I have 
learned to design for people, mostly following the standard and 
norm that has been practiced for years since the curriculums 
were set by foreign architects who pioneered the school. 
There might have been many developments, but on the scale 
of comparison, they end up being unnoticeable. It has been 
frustrating to go back and forth between reality and the actual 
need for our contribution to the studios with the continuous 
reproduction of ambitious projects. I have learned architecture 
as a tool to make the built environment and the ways of living 
‘better.’ This brings up the discourse of my role and responsibility 
in practice relating to the betterment of the world, and then the 
question of understanding what exactly is “better” and how I can 
achieve that through architecture?

Concerning the roles and responsibilities, architects have always 
been positioned to the side of those in power. I have personally 
experienced this during my four years of professional practice 
in Bangladesh, working for clients belonging to the 10% of the 
society with affordability to design. As my architect self roamed 
around the application of building technologies, carrying out my 
professional duties in the realm of specialization, I worried about 
the consequences of my service; where lies the true satisfaction 
in this profession?

Then comes the continuous struggle of understanding the 
standards of connecting aesthetics and functionality of the object 
that is architecture. Architects are known and praised for making 
beautiful designs that may or may not play a role in contributing 
to the broader context of improving the built environment and 
social conditions. The question that keeps occurring to me is 
how to go beyond aesthetics and functionality and contribute to 
making the world better?

The path I am following as an architect now guides me to 
architecture as an agency. In the words of Jeremy Till (2009) 
“holds to the idea of betterment but associates it with a more 
fluid set of processes and social conditions.” I am motivated to 
bridge the gap between architecture as a profession or object 
and what I have always wanted it to be by taking the dependency 
of architectural practice as an opportunity. Instead of avoiding 
reality, it is time to engage with it and explore more potential for 
architectural practice that would rise over its current definition 
and create more hope.

-Mumtahena Rifat

What is architecture? Pretty early in my education, I was 
introduced to architecture as “The art or practice of design and 
constructing buildings” (Oxford Languages, architecture). Being 
taught that architecture is simply the art and design of buildings 
limit the scope of what is possible. 

Today, there are many delusions in the field, which is only natural 
after being indoctrinated into the belief that we as designers 
somehow have this magical ability to understand what people 
want and need better than they do themselves. Teachers have 
told me that “People do not know what they need until they have 
been presented with it.” This way of thinking creates a distance 
between the users of the environment and the designer. This ego 
is worrying because it glorifies the designer and demotes the 
opinion of the mere mortal customer.

During several of my studio projects in architecture school, we 
have engaged with stakeholders in mock projects with some 
realism. Typically, we would visit the site with the stakeholders 
and set up a program together. By the end of the project, less 
and less focus was given to the actual user experience, and 
more focus would be spent on producing “interesting” spatial 
arrangements and materiality, which inherently do not support 
healthy living conditions in and of themselves. This is not just 
a critique towards the university; external supervisors from the 
architectural profession are just as guilty of this.

Architecture can also be described as “The complex or 
carefully designed structure of something” (Oxford Languages, 
architecture), which allows for a more expansive, systematic, 
and holistic approach to the built environment—taking into 
consideration far more aspects than simply designing buildings.

After everything said in this essay, I have to thank my education 
for coming to these conclusions and realizations. If I had not 
taken part in this indoctrinated system that views architects as 
all-knowing experts on human behavior and needs, I would not 
have been enlightened with a different approach to architecture. 
So this is my formal thank you to Chalmers:

Thank you for first teaching me about the architect’s role as a 
superior entity in the design and construction of society, for 
teaching me that engineers, plumbers, carpenters, ventilation 
engineers, city officials, and politicians are all below the 
architect’s superior mind. Furthermore, sincerely, thank you for 
simultaneously allowing me to explore alternate ways of pursuing 
architecture, with a more egalitarian outlook on users and 
community members through the same education system that 
taught me to approach architecture as a cynical visionary who 
focuses on aesthetic pleasures. For that, I am eternally grateful.

-Robin Eskilsson
Figure 5: In the mind of an architect.
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The discourse regarding development 
is not a new topic; it has roots back 

in ancient Greece. However, it 
became more politically 

significant during the 
cold war when de-

colonization 
was in effect 
worldwide 
(Cowen & 

Shenton, 
1996). 

Development 
has since been 

referred to as a way 
to tackle deficiencies or 

deviations from the “developed 
world,” which include words 

such as “underdeveloped” or 
“illiterate” (Escobar, 1995). This 
deficiency-centered approach to 

developmental aid is inherently 
eurocentric in the way that it 
measures development from a 

perspective of the norm 
that a developed country 
has certain qualities. The 
standards of their own 

society set these qualities. Moreover, everything that does not meet these 
criteria is underdeveloped or under development. This view of development operates under the 
impression that every society should strive for what the developed have already achieved, leaving 
no room for alternate development paths.

The mainstream usage of development has blind faith in capitalism to solve all the world’s 
issues. If there is an issue, throw money at it until it disappears. These issues are referred to 
as “development problems” and are considered a result of a lack of resources, be it capital, 
technology, or policies (Ziai, 2013).

On Colonialism

Development AidNeo-colonialism

The white man’s burden (Kipling, 1899) is often highlighted when speaking of colonialism. This 
poem speaks to the deeply rooted white supremacy of colonialism, the notion that white people 
have a moral obligation to “help lesser developed” groups of people to civilize. The thought 
of indigenous people not having the intelligence to self-govern is also a part of colonial rule. 
The “solution” to this is to send settlers that would infiltrate the local communities and build a 
prospering civilization that would be impossible from self-governing by locals.

While colonialism and imperialism are not 
the preferred methods of influence by 
rich capitalist countries these days, the 
implications of the history and ideology 
behind them are still in existence through 
neo-colonialism, coined by Jean-Paul Sartre 
1956 (Sartre, 2001). 

By using economic benefits and cultural imperialism, 
neo-colonialism is in full effect. The International Monetary 
Fund (IMF) issues conditional loans that undermine domestic 
political processes and development. These are called 
Structural Adjustment Programs (SAPs). This is a way for 
richer countries to influence countries with less monetary 
wealth and push a capitalist, globalized ideology. Some of the 
SAPs are:

•	 Eliminating food subsidies
•	 Raising prices of public services
•	 Cutting wages
•	 Liberalization of public markets
•	 Privatization of all or parts of state-owned ventures
•	 Enhancing rights of foreign investors
•	 Focusing economic revenue on export and resource extractions

							       (Lensink, 1996)

Imposing these conditions on governments effectively undermines the development of the 
affected country or state. The paradox in the conditional loans from IMF through SAPs is that they 
intend to improve the macroeconomic performance of the said country by creating a capitalist 
system in which foreign investors will, due to regulations shifting in their favor, invest in the local 
economy. However, the forced locking into these market-friendly policies does not show any real 
influx of macroeconomic activity (Jensen, 2004). By sacrificing political autonomy in exchange 
for funds, there is a risk for displeasure or even resentment towards the government and, as a 
result, public uprising or political volatility. Primarily the focus on resource extraction and export 
of these resources is troubling from a resilience perspective. By letting corporations and foreign 
governments effectively hollow out local resources and paying next to nothing for them, there 

Figure 6: Aid or damage control? 

This exploitation by wealthier nations is typically “paid back” 
under the fancy and solidary term “aid”. This aid is nothing 
short of an insolence towards the recipient country. It really 
only serves as a “get out of jail free card” for the conscience of 
wealthier nations. 

“By uncompromisingly reducing poverty to a technical problem, and 
by promising technical solutions to the sufferings of the powerless and 
oppressed people, the hegemonic discourse of “development” is the 
principal means through which the question of poverty is de-politicized in 
the world today.”			
										          (Ferguson, 1994)

are issues with stockpiling resources domestically for use in times of need. This exploitation by 
wealthier nations is typically “paid back” under the fancy and solidary term “aid.” This aid is nothing 
short of insolence towards the recipient country. It only serves as a “get out of jail free card” for the 
conscience of wealthier nations. It disguises the fact that the wealth accumulated by these nations 
is to a large extent buried under years and years of systemic colonialism and neo-colonialism. It is 
not aid; it is giving back what was opportunistically taken from these nations.

Is there such a thing as apolitical, non-
colonial development aid?
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Participatory community development projects can be a way 
to shift focus from the technocratic, capitalist, and eurocentric 
view of development by empowering local communities. 
Participatory processes are, of course, not inclusive in and 
of themselves. Careful attention needs to be put to identify 
who the participants are. Are they local residents? Prominent 
people in the community? Local officials? Governmental 
officials? Everyone has an agenda; therefore, it is crucial 
to identify these to be able to navigate and empower the 
least influential group. Participatory community development 
projects may still be at risk of being a neo-colonial way 
of pushing an external agenda. That is why it is crucial to 
take into consideration the local context and communities. 
For example, collaborating with city officials might push 
an agenda, and the process will be a top-down process. 
However, circumventing the government may be another way 
of pushing an agenda from an outside perspective.

As we researched community development 
projects, the word development made 
us question who defines the concept of 
development and for whom? Is that another 
standardized concept by the 10% who 
already consider themselves developed? 
How are we to determine the goal of a 
development project?

In the rest of this thesis, we also want to 
carry with us the sentiment that people 
in Africa, Asia, and Latin America, where 
many development projects are centered, 
are not helpless by any means. Community 
development projects should never be about 
helping or aiding as it sets the tone of the 
projects as dependent and savior.

On Development

Main Takeaways
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Figure 7: The colonoctopus.
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On Participatory Design

Going into this field of research, we had an 
uncritical opinion of participatory practices, 
seeing it as the golden standard for a 
democratic design process. 

The literature gave us insight into the 
complexities of participation and the political 
implications it can have. We learned it is not 
always as straightforward as one might hope. 
It is essential to be aware of people’s agendas 
because everyone has an agenda, good or 
bad.

Main Takeaways

We have read several inspiring works from people who view 
architectural practice through a different lens during our 
literature studies. It is about empowering communities and 
being critical towards the overarching view of architects as 
the genius designer who is always right and knows what 
decisions need to be taken alone.

Participatory design is about letting community members 
and end-users of the environments take a more significant 
part in developing said place. It is not just about listening 
and considering their opinions through surveys. It is about 
enabling them and return some of the agency over their 
everyday environments to them. It is about letting people take 
back control and not just accept the planning of cities and 
communities driven by capitalistic agendas.
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I consider learning participatory design an important lesson. 
It answered many questions that have been gathering in my 
mind during the years of learning architecture. We learn to 
design knowing the designer in a superior role, finding the best 
solution to every problem, leading the team in any building or 
planning project. We get to know the stakeholders only through 
a list of requirements or conflicts where both the designers 
and stakeholders try to prove the best outcome. We grow up as 
architects with a standard of aesthetics and technical expertise, 
but how does that qualify us to decide for everyone? 

Every project comes with its particular context and situations 
where there are more significant needs to address than just the 
problem or the requirements. I understand now how the different 
scale, context, and purpose of projects require a different 
approach, and as architects, we have to be always prepared to 
adapt. Parallel to this thread of hope, participatory design or 
co-design approach also brings a new layer of tension in my 
designer mindset. How do we ensure ‘participation’ stays true to 
its original purpose, not just as a term that has been misused as 
in the history of architectural practice? 

“In architecture, participation is now a necessary part of most 
public planning processes, but much of it remains a token. The 
mere taking part is seen to be enough; endless sticky notes with 
handwritten exhortations plastered over architectural drawings 
to create a sense of activity, but at the end of the day, those notes 
are literally and metaphorically peeled off, leaving the barest trace 
of the voices of others.” (Till, 2006)

My experience in participatory projects connects to the root 
of this question; I have only worked with conceptual idea 
development with groups of youth as a student in the Social 
Inclusion Studio and as a leader in Camp Vision 424 with Unga 
Påverkar. Both included workshops planned by either teachers 
or employers, focusing on sustainable development, where most 
youth involuntarily participated either for grades or salary. It got 
frustrating as we got less visible results in relation to the time 
spent on activities, there were conflicts of interest, but in both 
cases, I have seen traces of empowerment along with the tension. 

It has been an ongoing debate of the amount of work going 
through years of collaborative work and complex organization 
structure when a short sharp intervention can have more 
aesthetic and functional potency. However, to ensure an actual 
transformation process, investing time and effort in the most 
challenging context is necessary. This adds to another layer of 
responsibility that may be on all collaborators to ensure that 
these hours and efforts do not go in vain and result in outcomes 
that reflect ‘participation’ just not as a tag but embedded within 
the outcome.

-Mumtaheena Rifat

Participation in architecture has become somewhat of a 
buzzword, particularly in sustainable development and 
integration discourse. The word participation has a tacit promise 
of democracy. People in power pick up this implied connotation. 
They swing it around like a toy sword, poking with it at every 
possible instance of communication with local communities 
and target groups for interventions. By poking the sword of 
participation into the open wounds of the community, harm is 
caused. Even a toy sword hurts in the right place. People in 
power who do not understand the foundations of participation 
can cause immense harm in a community. 

My own experiences with participatory processes are conflicted. 
The ideas behind participation are fantastic, and ideally, the users 
of the buildings or environment should have the most significant 
influence on the design. However, why is it so tricky with 
participatory approaches? Because, make no mistake, it is hard. 
It is complex with engagement, planning, and executing. Every 
single step of a participatory process is complicated. So why is it 
a buzzword? So why do we keep trying these methods? 

During one of my projects, my group decided to work with the 
elderly in a socially vulnerable area. Our brief from the housing 
company stated: “Design a common room for elderly in the area 
according to their needs and wishes. “So we started engaging 
with the elderly, knocking on doors, talking on the streets, and 
sending out flyers about upcoming workshops. When our first 
workshop day approached, we prepared coffee, snacks, and 
mapping exercises for the elderly to engage with. The clock 
struck 11, but nobody came. We were left with empty chairs and 
enough coffee for a pack of elderly ready to gossip. Eventually, 
one woman showed up. Her first words were, “I am not interested 
in the common room, but I need the thresholds gone in my 
apartment. I keep falling on them.”

At this point, a sense of disbelief and failure towered over us. 
We began to feel spiteful towards the ungrateful people who do 
not appreciate our time. This moment was a turning point in our 
project. Why are we angry? Who are we angry at? Where do we 
direct this anger? Is it possible to have a participatory process 
without any participants? Is the lack of participants an indication 
of distrust, displeasure, or suspicion of ulterior motives?

Right there on the floor in the ruins of the empty workshop room, 
we found it, the sword of participation, rusty and chipped. We 
understood that this community had been fed up with empty 
promises from the landlord about fixing their apartments; why 
would they believe this initiative?

We sided with the elderly with newly found courage and started 
a revolution towards the landlord’s prior misuse of participation, 
figuratively, of course.

-Robin Eskilsson
Figure 8: Atop the slippery slope of 
participation

On ParticipationOn Participation
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To better understand the field, we decided to learn directly from built 
environment professionals involved with humanitarian architecture 
and development sectors. We approached Local actors working 
within their locality, for example, architects from Bangladesh working 
in the refugee response sector in Bangladesh. We also spoke with 
non-local actors working internationally, like Architects from ASF 
Sweden and Austria. We conducted semi-structured interviews 
through digital video conferences. 

Our interviews aimed to learn about their role in the organization, 
how they get involved with a project, their work process pre, 
during, and post COVID-19, the major challenges they face, and 
the possibility of our contribution by doing this research. It was 
intriguing to learn that whether practicing locally or non-locally, 
they face similar challenges regarding communication, inclusive 
participation, and community engagement. All of them had to adapt 
to remote work to adjust to the new challenges introduced by the 
COVID-19 pandemic. No matter if they were already collaborating 
remotely or not. It was interesting to learn how they used different 
communication mediums to keep the projects running and inspired 
us to look further about how we could contribute to the collaborative 
design process that we realized was common in all cases.

The design-build type of studio course in architecture is 
about students entering a context unfamiliar to them and, 
in a matter of weeks, create a project from scratch with the 
local community from co-initiation to co-implementation. 
These projects tear the western ideals and distinctions 
of contemporary architecture into pieces, giving the 
local community a sense of ownership in creating their 
contemporary architecture (Steiner, 2013). 

Critique towards these types of studios can be seen as a 
waste of resources for flying a group of privileged university 
students into a context where they have been trained in the 
capitalist practice of architecture (Steiner, 2013). Will they 
be able to grasp the issues at hand in the unfamiliar context 
fully? Will they be able to tackle structural problems left from a 
colonial-era? The answers to these questions are, most likely, 
no. Nevertheless, they will learn of an alternate way of creating 
architecture.

Our research led us to several interesting people and projects 
displayed below. They have in common a sense of community 
development rooted in the local context, collaborating with 
local actors and not for them. 

On Design Build

Moving Forward
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Voices from Placemakers

Figure 9: In dialogue with placemakers regarding community development
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Figure 10: What it means to be local or non-local?

On Remoteness On Remoteness 
From the discussions with local and non-
local placemakers, we got inspired by the 
discourse on how globalization has blurred 
the global borders and has created a new, 
global culture in how we interact with each 
other and communicate across the arbitrary 
borders of countries and regions.

The terms local and non-local came out of 
the need to define the roles of co-creators 
in remote collaboration. Although it felt in 
the beginning that being local or non-local 
could only be defined by physical borders, 
the meaning of the words expanded with 
factors like contextual or professional 
knowledge and common languages. You 
can be considered local to an individual 
building, a community, a city, a region, 
a country, or a continent. These are 
all physical localities. You can also be 
considered local to a culture as a part of a 
larger diaspora. Or you might speak a local 
language and can act as an interpreter. 
Above all these aspects, we are all local to 
one thing, and that is the world

Defining local or non-local

Is it that simple?
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Figure 11: Dissecting co-creation. 

On Co-CreationOn Co-Creation
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ACT 2 Doing

What to Expect

Reading Instructions

Analyzing Case Studies includes the content analysis of remote 
collaborations in three separate design-build studios from Chalmers 
University of Technology, Sweden and University of Pretoria, South 
Africa.

Analyzing Co-creation Toolboxes describes the content analysis 
of co-creation toolboxes, which are different resources of methods 
in relation to the criterias this research demands.

Digitization and Digitalization of Co-creation presents literature 
studies of the importance of digital tools, the effect of COVID-19 
on collaborative design, and different modes of digital facilitation in 
co-creation.

Analysing Remote Collaboration includes the results of our 
analysis of the roles in remote collaborations, definitions of local 
and non-local actors and different models of communications and 
facilitations we have identified..

Co-developing Re-appropriation with Reality Studio 2021 and 
Toolbox Workshop II describes of the collaboration and re-ap-
propriation of co-creation methods with Reality Studio 2021, with 
detailed explanation of the second workshop, where the re-appro-
priation model was developed.

Semistructured Interviews with 3 Contexts and Analysis of 3 
Design Build Studio Projects documents the semi-structured 
interviews with local and non-local co-creators from three separate 
contexts Reality Studio, to evaluate their remote collaborations and 
in depth analysis of their co-creation activities.

Re-appropriating Methods of Co-creation presents the model 
of re-appropriation and how it was co-developed with the Reality 
Studio.

Here, blue and red represents non-local and local or remote 
and on-site. The cube expresses multidimensional roles of 
placemakers, with the colors blue and red representing local and 
non-local placemakers. Same colors or isometric view is used to 
only express the analysis of the collaboration from our perspective.
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We analyzed three design build studios that are agents in co-creation. They are 
run by Chalmers University of Technology, Gothenburg and the University of 
Pretoria, South Africa. These Case studies were selected on the terms that they are 
participatory design studios that have previously had a deep connection with the 
contexts they were operating within but have had to adapt a remote-based approach 
in participatory design. 

They were also chosen because they had complete documentation of collaborative 
processes, were set in a natural context, and had academic collaborations with 
community development projects. The subsequent content analysis of the projects 
focused on: 

•	 How they adapted to remote working practice
•	 What methods were implemented
•	 What tools they used and their purpose

A studio course run under the Unit for Urban Citizenship in 
University of Pretoria, South Africa. They typically work with civil 
engagement and participatory development within the context 
of a complex emergent African urbanism. During February-July 
2020, they were forced to adapt to a remote mode of operation.

Urban Citizen Studio

A studio course run by Chalmers MPDSD-program and run 
during autumn each year. It has been set in Hammarkullen 
in Gothenburg. From September 2020 - January 2021, the 
curriculum had been reworked to facilitate remote-based 
interventions.

Design and Planning for Social Inclusion

Analyzing Case Studies

A studio course run by Chalmers MPDSD-program and 
run during spring each year. Typically it is set in a physical 
environment and has been located in Kisumu, Kenya, during the 
last years. During January-June 2020, the students were on-
site in Kisumu when the pandemic hit and had to quickly adapt 
to a remote mode of operation when they had to fly home from 
Kenya.

Reality Studio

One of the main takeaways from 
analyzing the projects is that each 
project’s success depends on having a 
solid connection to the local area in which 
the intervention is taking place. Whether 
that is the students themselves being 
able to connect with people on-site or a 
local champion conducting the fieldwork 
is not the main issue. The main reason for 
success is the connection in and of itself. 

The projects from the second phase 
primarily focus on communication and 
sharing via social media and file-sharing 
platforms. While the projects from phase 
three used tools more for collaboration, 
like digital whiteboards or survey-based 
platforms. This more collaborative 
software indicates a greater chance of 
participatory work that can be carried out 
instead of just sharing information via 
communication platforms. Engagement 
is a decisive factor in participatory work, 
both from facilitators and participants. 
More interactive platforms can help with 
that aspect.

Based on the above-mentioned points, 
Reality Studio 2021 is a perfect platform 
to explore how conventional methods 
of participatory design can be adapted 
into remote methods for collaboration. 
The following pages will explain how the 
engagement in Reality Studio played 
out and how the development of the re-
appropriated methods was produced.

Reflections and Takeaways



4544

One of the main takeaways from 
analyzing the projects is that each 
project’s success depends on having a 
solid connection to the local area in which 
the intervention is taking place. Whether 
that is the students themselves being 
able to connect with people on-site or a 
local champion conducting the fieldwork 
is not the main issue. The main reason for 
success is the connection in and of itself. 

The projects from the second phase 
primarily focus on communication and 
sharing via social media and file-sharing 
platforms. While the projects from phase 
three used tools more for collaboration, 
like digital whiteboards or survey-based 
platforms. This more collaborative 
software indicates a greater chance of 
participatory work that can be carried out 
instead of just sharing information via 
communication platforms. Engagement 
is a decisive factor in participatory work, 
both from facilitators and participants. 
More interactive platforms can help with 
that aspect.

Based on the above-mentioned points, 
Reality Studio 2021 is a perfect platform 
to explore how conventional methods 
of participatory design can be adapted 
into remote methods for collaboration. 
The following pages will explain how the 
engagement in Reality Studio played 
out and how the development of the re-
appropriated methods was produced.

Reflections and Takeaways

The second phase is the initial shock. Students, teachers, stakeholders, and participants are forced 
into adapting existing ideas and ways of operating into a remote method for continuing ongoing work. 
This was treated similarly in both Reality Studio 2020 and Urban Citizen Studio 2020. There were 
a couple of weeks where on-site data collection was possible, and both studios took the chance to 
collect as much information as possible before going into a remote operation during the design phase 
of the projects. The quick adaptation to remote work can be seen in the results of the projects. The 
software used mainly focused on communication and presentation, indicating that the participation was 
less inclusive than if participatory elements had been carried out on-site.

Second Phase - Initial Shock

The third phase is the complete adaptation to remote operations. The curriculum was adapted in 
Social Inclusion Studio to facilitate fully remote operations. However, the different groups of students 
were able to visit the local places taking the restrictions posed by the Swedish government into 
account. There were also experiments with remote methods and tools for collaboration. The design 
was in large part done via digital collaborations. When analyzing the project methods and software 
used in participatory projects, it is evident that the possibility for a more inclusive participatory 
process is more significant than in previous phases. One explanation is that the students were ready 
to work remotely from the start and did not have to re-make all work they had previously prepared. 
This approach to collaborative design was experimental, and many software was used to explore 
participatory methods.

Third Phase - Adaptation

The fourth phase is the acceptance of remote operation as an asset and a new normal. Reality Studio 
2021 is fully adapted to a remote mode of operation. This adaptation has made it possible to engage in 
several contexts worldwide instead of focusing on a single location. With that comes more experiences 
about challenging contexts that can be shared with fellow students, further educating them about 
global issues. None of the students have access to the sites themselves, pushing the students to 
explore new ways of collaboration and getting to know the context. They are dependent on someone 
on-site that can assist in getting to know the context.

Fourth Phase - The New Normal

The first phase is the conventional way of conducting the studios. Students have free access to the 
area, stakeholders, and participants—no restriction in access to the intervention site.

First Phase - Conventional

We have identified four separate phases of adaptation to the 
constraints posed by the COVID-19 pandemic. The phases are 
described below and are linked with the projects we have studied from 
three separate design studios from Sweden and South Africa. The 
projects are further divided into what different digital collaboration tools 
they have used.

Phases of Remote Adaptation



46 47

The approach to content analysis of design methods was inductive (Martin & 
Hanington, 2012). Before this analysis, a systemic reading was done of the materials. 
The evaluation criteria for selecting which methods/toolkits to continue analyzing 
were established and applied to all reference material. 

While selecting reading materials for analysis, we looked at available resources and 
well-established frameworks and methods for participatory community development. 
Four different sets of methods for collaborative design have been selected based on 
the criteria:

•	 Open-source material
•	 Simple language
•	 Step by step Guides
•	 Created in reference to real projects
•	 Project scale on which the methods can be applied
•	 Developmental, or Humanitarian aid sector
•	 Co-design phases discussed in toolkits

From these criteria, the following four resources were chosen for further analysis and 
development.

Analyzing Co-creation Toolboxes

ASF-participate

ASF-participate is a toolbox for practitioners within community 
development and is developed by Architects Without Borders United 
Kingdom (Architecture Sans Frontières United Kingdom, ND). 

A Toolbox to support local governments in developing 
countries to implement the New Urban Agenda and the 
Sustainable Development Goals

  
Edition for fast growing small cities

Participatory 
Incremental Urban 
PlanningParticipatory Incremental Urban Planning

PIUP (Participatory Incremental Urban Planning) is a toolbox 
developed by UN-HABITAT to support local governments in 
implementing the New Urban Agenda and the Sustainable 
Development Goals (Garel & Ramalho, 2020). 

PARTICIPATORY 
DESIGN 
HANDBOOK
A COLLABORATIVE APPROACH  
TO ADDRESS COMMUNITY  
BASED CHALLENGES

KATE FERGUSON AND SEONA CANDY

Participatory Design Handbook
Is a handbook developed to support design professionals, students, 
non-governmental organizations, and governments to support 
participatory processes in community development (Ferguson & 
Candy, 2014). 

Nabeel Hamdi

THe
Placemaker’s
Guide 

To buildiNG 
commuNiTy

The Placemaker’s Guide to Building Community – Nabeel Hamdi
CMYK – 1 page to the document
HB ISBN: 978-1-84407-802-8; dimensions: 216x151mm live area, 24mm spine, 18mm bleed

 

Nabeel
Ham

di
THe Placemaker’s Guide

 

‘Hamdi has masterfully woven together 
notions of placemaking that have 
evolved since John Turner’s classic 
book, Housing by People, into a new 
paradigm for professional practice. 
This book will motivate development 
planners, architects and community 
organizers not only to learn, but 
also to enjoy the uncertainties of 
development practice.’

	Bish	Sanyal,	Ford	International	
Professor	of	Urban	Development		
and	Planning,	Massachusetts	
Institute	of	Technology

‘Nabeel Hamdi is a humane visionary 
who never forgets that it is the people, 
not the experts, who must have the 
loudest voices in the building of 
communities. This important book 
distils the work of a lifetime spent 
making the world a better place.’

	Tim	Smit,	founder	of	the	Eden		
Project,	UK

‘Essential reading for effectively 
dealing with the challenges of urban 
poverty reduction by learning from a 
wealth of global experience.’

	Mohamed	El	Sioufi,	Head	of	the	
Shelter	Branch,	UN-HABITAT

‘A must-read for anyone who has 
a vested interest in the process of 
placemaking through participatory 
planning – architects, designers, 
planners, developers, government 
officials, owners and users.’ 

 Professor	Emeritus	W.	Mike	Martin,	
University	of	California	Berkeley,	USA

‘Hamdi again sets new benchmarks 
for his simplicity in approach, yet 
profundity in the underlying principles 
of participatory planning. Essential 
reading for anyone who thought 
they already knew everything about 
planning with communities.’

	Manu	Gupta,	Director	SEEDS,	
Chairperson,	Asian	Disaster	
Reduction	&	Response	Network

‘This book is filled with the coherent 
contradictions we never learned in 
design studio – “scaling down to scale 
up – work backward to move forward”. 
It is this process of being present and 
attentive to the vision of the community 
that enables the best development 
workers to participate fully in the 
process of community based design in 
spite of our experience.’

	Steven	Weir,	VP	Global	Program	
Development,	Habitat	for	Humanity	
International,	USA

www.earthscan.co.uk

Planning / Urban development

Cover image: © Nabeel Hamdi

Earthscan strives to minimize 
its impact on the environment

From the author of Small Change comes this engaging guide to placemaking, 
packed with practical skills and tools for architects, planners, urban designers 
and other built environment specialists. This book serves as an inspiring guide 
and a distillation of decades of wisdom and experience into a practical handbook 
for all involved in placemaking and urban development worldwide.

The placemaker’s guide for community development

The placemaker’s guide for community development by Nabeel Hamdi 
is a book on participatory urban development (Hamdi, 2010).

Co-Analysis

Not Specified

Co-Design

Co-Implement

Co-Evaluate

Not Specified

Developmental

HumanitarianContinuance

Co-Initiate

Product Design

Various

Community Development

No

Yes

No

Yes

System Design Tools

Design Kit

ASF Participate

HerCity

Participatory Incremental Urban Planning Toolbox

Guidlines for Community Participation in Disaster Recovery

Handbook on Community Upgrading Through People’s Proces

Participatory Design Handbook

Design With People and not Just for People

Delft Design Guide

Placemaker’s Guide to Building Community

Universal Methods of Design

Based on our criterias we chose the four highlighted 
resources above. However, none of chosen toolboxes 
cover remote collaborations.

Remote Collaboration

Based on previous chapters in 
this thesis, we have identified 
the need for methods that 
can be carried out remotely 
in community development 
projects. The study of 
toolboxes shows that remote 
aspects are not discussed in 
participatory practices. 

The pandemic imposed 
restrictions on travel has 
rendered it impossible for 
design professionals to travel 
internationally. However, the 
need for remote methods of 
participation is not just a direct 
consequence of the COVID-19 
pandemic. Other factors 
come into play as well. The 
environmental impact of flying 
in non-local actors is massive. 
Moreover, the economic 
gains of not purchasing 
expensive plane tickets and 
accommodation is another 
benefit. The funds can instead 
be put to use in developing the 
local community together.

Reflections and 
Take Aways
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Co-Analysis

Not Specified

Co-Design

Co-Implement

Co-Evaluate

Not Specified

Developmental

HumanitarianContinuance

Co-Initiate

Product Design

Various

Community Development

No

Yes

No

Yes

The selection of toolboxes 
was dependent on if they were 
open-source or not. It was 
essential to be able to link the 
original methods to the re-
appropriated ones for users of 
our method kit.

Open-source

This research is centered 
around developmental aid, 
and subsequently, toolboxes 
operating within other sectors 
were omitted.

Development Sector

Some of the material included 
in the first screening were 
not suitable for community 
development projects and were 
removed from the selection.

Project Scale

It was essential to have 
methods from the toolboxes 
with clear instructions on how to 
use them to re-appropriate for 
remote collaboration.

Step by Step

The selection of the toolboxes 
was based on co-analysis as 
the primary co-creation aspect. 
Because of the intervention in 
reality studio, which was early 
stages of co-creation.

Co-Creation Phases

Evaluation of Toolboxes for Co-Creation

System Design Tools

Design Kit

HerCity

Guidlines for Community Participation in Disaster Recovery

Handbook on Community Upgrading Through People’s Proces

Design With People and not Just for People

Universal Methods of Design

Based on our criterias we chose the four highlighted 
resources above. However, none of chosen toolboxes 
cover remote collaborations.

Remote Collaboration

Based on previous chapters in 
this thesis, we have identified 
the need for methods that 
can be carried out remotely 
in community development 
projects. The study of 
toolboxes shows that remote 
aspects are not discussed in 
participatory practices. 

The pandemic imposed 
restrictions on travel has 
rendered it impossible for 
design professionals to travel 
internationally. However, the 
need for remote methods of 
participation is not just a direct 
consequence of the COVID-19 
pandemic. Other factors 
come into play as well. The 
environmental impact of flying 
in non-local actors is massive. 
Moreover, the economic 
gains of not purchasing 
expensive plane tickets and 
accommodation is another 
benefit. The funds can instead 
be put to use in developing the 
local community together.

Reflections and 
Take Aways

ASF Participate

Participatory Incremental Urban Planning Toolbox

Participatory Design Handbook

Delft Design Guide

Placemaker’s Guide to Building Community
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Asynchronous

Synchronous

There has been few but noteworthy research on digitization and digitalization of co-creation 
before and during the COVID-19 pandemic, ranging from their potentials as an approach to 
mitigating COVID-19 effects to alternative strategies to adapt social distance that challenges the 
core of participatory activities. In most of these researches, the joint reflection discusses new 
opportunities and new processes introduced by design contributions and digital tools.

Cipolla describes and discusses the process 
of moving a physical placemaking initiative 
into the digital realm by creating an online 
mapping action platform (Figure 12). The 
platform, Grajaú Collab, was quickly created 
by Rio DESIS Lab to answer the constraints 
of COVID-19. It is a reproduced map of 
the physical map, previously positioned in 
the community, where residents voice their 
opinions (Cipolla, 2020). 

This process is an inspiration to rethink the 
potentials of digital and online platforms to 
initiate collaborative actions to develop a 
neighborhood and the possible hybrid versions 
between the two approaches. 

The effects of remote collaborative works 
in design processes show that designers 
collaborating through digital whiteboards could 
express themselves better than designers 
relying on screen-sharing technologies (Figure 
13). Another interesting finding was the 
difference between students and professionals. 
Professionals’ design processes’ were less 
affected by being away from the physical work 
environment than students’. This finding is most 
likely due to more experience and confidence 
in expressing themselves to collaborators. 

Does this remote practice inhibit the new 
designers’ abilities to express themselves 
in collaborations with stakeholders and 
collaborators (Ozturk et al., 2021)? How do 
we ensure that young designers can get 
the support and validation needed for their 
development?

Low-contact co-creation is crucial during 
pandemic times for continuance in participatory 
processes. A set of visual models are 
presented that consider spatiotemporal 
aspects. 

The first prototype (Figure 15) introduces 
a gradient from synchronous/face-to-face 
activities to asynchronous/fully digital. The 
second prototype (Figure 14) introduces a 
spatiotemporal quadrant with the same aspects 
as the first (Davis et al., 2021).

These typologies of collaboration also open 
up for individuals who may not be present 
at a physical workshop to participate, which 
increases egalitarianism.

The potential of digital tools was discussed here through co-designing a prototype for urban 
commoning. In a Parisian suburb, the article discusses the re-appropriation of existing digital 
tools. It also puts forward three co-creation principles that create a framework for future 
development (Figure 16): “Sociality - recognizing that the functionality of software is co-produced, 
Modularity - using many software tools to build a digital prototype, Instability - allowing for the 
instability of technology as a strategy for resilience.” - (Baibarac et al., 2019)

The outcomes are shared on a digital platform to invite future use of the prototypes and to 
encourage co-creation of new tools, which is another inspiring takeaway from this project.

Sociality - recognizing that the 
functionality of software is co-produced

Modularity - using many software 
tools to build a digital prototype

Instability - allowing for the 
instability of technology 

Digitization and Digitalization of Co-creation

Designing With Communities of Place: 
the Experience of a DESIS Lab During 
COVID-19 and Beyond
 

The Effect of Remote Collaborative 
Work on Design Processes During the 
Pandemic 

Prototyping Open Digital Tools for Urban Commoning

Low-Contact Co-Design: Considering 
More Flexible Spatiotemporal Models for 
the Co-Design Workshop
 

 ‘My neighborhood’ in the neighborhood of 
Grajaú

‘Grajaú Collab’

Different 
space

Same 
space

Collaboration - Screen Sharing

Collaboration - Digital Whiteboard Tool

Physical  
Face to face

Different times
Different locations

Real times, Different locations
Figure 12: Transformation of a physical map into a 
digital collaboration map.

Figure 14: Prototype 2: Spatiotemporal quadrants of 
co-design approaches.

Figure 16: Co-design framework for Prototyping open digital tools

Figure 15: Prototype 1: Three forms of co-design visualized as a continuum.

Figure 13: Two different types of 
digital collaboration tools
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Analyzing Remote Collaboration

Why the Cube?

The theme of Reality Studio 2021 was “Cross-cultural Collaborations: Extreme Environments 
During Pandemics.” It hosted remote collaborations in eight different contexts in six countries 
worldwide - Argentina, Bangladesh, Kenya, Lebanon, South Africa, and Sweden. We have 
collaborated with the studio to form our research, to develop the way of re-appropriating methods 
of remote collaboration. Along with that, we have learned about community development projects 
and diverse approaches to similar practices in different contexts worldwide.

From our observation and collaboration, we have identified different types of collaborators, their 
roles in collaboration, and participation in different co-creation activities. Our definition of the 
roles is based on vocabulary from within the participatory community development practice field. 
Furthermore, we identified several new collaboration roles and assigned new terminology to 
contribute to the research field.

Local Placemakers - well acquainted with the context of the projects, geographically or culturally 
relate to the context of the projects.

Non-Local Placemakers - new to the context of the projects, not connected geographically or 
culturally to the context of the projects.

Local
Placemakers

Non-Local
Placemakers

Academia

CommunityArchitectural
NGO

AcademiaCBO

The part of society, especially universities, 
that is connected with studying and 
thinking, or the activity or job of studying 
(Cambridge University Press, ND).

We have used a cube to express the multidimensional roles of placemakers. To 
maintain consistency, we have used the colors red for local placemakers, and 
blue for non-local placemakers. They are assigned to the same sides of the 
cube from the same isometric perspective throughout the thesis booklet. The 
isometric view of the cube only shows three sides of itself. It is an abstraction to 
say there are only three kinds of actors in these typologies of collaboration. Think 
of the hidden sides of the cube as hidden actors not yet identified.

The people living in one 
particular area or people who are 
considered as a unit because of 
their common interests, social 
group, or nationality. (Cambridge 
University Press, ND).

A Community-Based Organization (CBO) 
refers to a group organizing to make 
desired improvements to a community’s 
social health, well-being, and overall 
functioning (Wikipedia, 2021).

Non Governmental Organizations (NGO) or a Networks of 
Architects operating in two major areas, disaster relief and 
community development, with many combining the two, 
from two main perspectives. Those from the developed 
world working in the developing world and those working 
within their own locality (Spatial Agency, ND).

Figure 18: Collaborations identified in Reality Studio 2021, Chalmers

Figure 17: Pictures of remote co-creation practices (Zorn, 2021)
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Using the spatiotemporal quadrant of co-design approaches (Davis et al., 2021), we created a facilitation 
model to document the different types of facilitation by local and non-local facilitators against time and 
space variables. We identified a range of synchronous and asynchronous activities held to experiment with 
the most effective facilitation of workshops or activities in Reality Studio 2021. Some cases used the same 
workshop multiple times but with different types of facilitation. This observation helped us identify the best 
approach of facilitation in the re-appropriated methods for remote collaboration.

From our observations of the participatory activities in the remote collaborations of Reality Studio 
2021, we identified that communication between the local and non-local placemakers varied greatly 
on their roles, available resources, and social distance restrictions in different contexts. The pattern 
in the communications is represented in a model of communication. This model helped document the 
communication of the participatory activities we analyzed and showed the most effective communication 
model in the re-appropriated methods.

Different types of communication:

Legend: Example:

Examples:

Participants and/or 
facilitators in same space 
and time

Participants and/or 
facilitators in different 
spaces, digitally connected 
at the same time

Participants and/or 
facilitators in same space 
but doing the activity in 
different times

Participants and/or 
facilitators in doing the 
activity in different spaces 
at different time and share 
digitally later

Participants and local facilitators 
in same space and time, while non-
local facilitators are connected 
digitally at the same time.

Information
any other ways, pictures, texts, 
emails, messeges etc

Direct, digital 
having a dialogue digitally through 
video/ audio call, etc.

Direct, face to face
having a dialogue in person

Direct, translated
having a dialogue, digital or in 
person, translated by facilitator

Visual only, digital
observing digitally through video 
call, without any dialogue

Local facilitator 
and Participants

Non-local 
facilitator and 

Local and non-local
facilitators.

In facilitation roles, being local or non-local varies according to their physical proximity to the 
community’s context. On the other hand, in collaboration roles, being local or non-local, varies 
according to their relation to the community’s context.

A non-local facilitator in the collaboration becomes a local interpreter in the 
collaboration but stays a non-local facilitator if they can communicate in the 
same language as the participants.

Local 
Facilitator

Participant Non-local 
Facilitator

Same time 

Different time

Different 
Space

Same 
Space

Synchronous
Face-to-face

Synchronous
Digital

Asynchronous
Digital

Asynchronous
Face-to-face

A non-local facilitator in the collaboration becomes a local facilitator 
and a local actor if they can travel and be in the context of the project, 
face to face with the participants.

Defining Roles in Participation

Defining Roles in Collaboration

Defining Models of Communication

Defining Models of Facilitation

Participant

Facilitator

Refers to any collaborator 
who is actively taking part in a 
participatory activity.

Any collaborator who is 
responsible for planning, 
arranging, and facilitating the 
participatory activity.

Partner
Placemakers who initiate or set up 
the partnership of collaboration.

Problem Owner
Placemakers from the community 
with interests in actions against the 
problem the project focus on. 

Co-ordinator
Placemakers who support 
arranging a participatory activity.

Co-creator
Placemakers with knowledge and 
experience of Co-creation

Link
Placemakers with knowledge about 
the context of the project.

Champion
Placemakers from the local 
community acting as contact 
persons and representatives of a 
larger group.

Interpreter
Placemakers who support language 
and communication gaps.

Sponsor
Placemakers who is funding 
the project or the participatory 
activities.

Target Group
Refers to placemakers from the 
local community, benefiting from 
the project result. 

Actor
Placemakers who are responsible 
for the facilitation of participatory 
activities.
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Co-developing Re-appropriation with 
Reality Studio 2021

Workshop I: Mapping and evaluating 
of communication and collaboration 
platforms
We explored various digital tools and platforms for 
communication, content sharing, interactive and 
collaborative activities while preparing for the workshop and 
later with the different project teams. This workshop helped 
us create a library of digital tools for remote collaboration.

Collaborative Planning

Codeveloping, the ‘Toolbox Workshops’ with 
Markus Zorn and Professor Liane Thuvander, 
contributed to our research as, through this, 
we were testing the potentials of remote 
collaboration. 

Our thesis and Markus’s thesis connect on 
the ground of contributing to community 
development projects. We have been discussing 
the contributions of methods and games in Co-
creation since the beginning of our research. 
The collaborative planning helped us explore 
a broader range of resources and continuously 
reflect on our roles as co-creators.

Selecting Methods

From the shortlisted four resources (ASF-
participate, Participatory Design Handbook,  
PIUP, and The placemaker’s guide for 
community development), we mapped all the 
co-creation methods regarding their aims and 
the tangible objects and intangible aspects 
they require. This mapping helped us identify 
the potentials of re-appropriation for each 
method and how to initiate the process of re-
appropriation.

We compared all the methods from the 
resources to each other during this workshop, 
focusing on the phases of co-creation Reality 
Studio follows. Finally, we chose 12 methods 
to support the co-analysis phase, and Markus 
developed three games.

Creating Draft Layouts

We combined and compiled information from 
conventional methods in the four resources 
we have previously explored to develop a draft 
layout with instructions. The necessary details 
needed for using the methods, references, or 
web links to the original resources were also 
included in the draft.

Guidelines for the iterations of the workshop 
were co-developed as well. Finally, we co-
created a workboard in a digital whiteboard tool 
for the Reality Studio teams, sharing the draft 
layouts and resources.

Workshop II: Methods to get familiar 
with the context

We selected conventional methods of co-analysis from four 
resources and explored them with the different contexts of 
Reality Studio. This workshop acted as the primary ground 
for investigating co-creation methods supporting remote 
collaboration; it is explained in detail in the following pages.

Workshop III: Application of 
Community Engagement Platform 
Maptionnaire

This workshop focused on how questionnaires could 
be applied in remote collaborations. Our role was to 
introduce the ‘ukuDoba Handbook’ with the methodological 
framework for effective data collection and storage that 
Markus Zorn and we have been developing along with 
several other students and researchers.

To explore how conventional co-creation methods could be re-appropriated for remote 
collaboration, we conducted ‘The toolbox Workshops’ with the Reality Studio 2021. During three 
consecutive weeks, the workshops took place with seven student teams working in Argentina, 
Bangladesh, Kenya, Lebanon, and South Africa. We collaborated with the different teams with a 
focus on developing a process of re-appropriating co-creation methods.

‘The Toolbox Workshops’ was also the base of our active collaboration with Markus Zorn, who 
has his Master’s thesis with a focus on developing ‘Serious Games’ to encourage cross-cultural 
stakeholder collaboration. By our side, we had Liane Thuvander, Professor of Architecture and 
Civil Engineering, Architectural Theory and Methods at Chalmers, leading the three workshops.
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Iteration 1

The first iteration included brainstorming about what information 
the teams need in knowing the context better, how much they 
know about the context already, what could be the following 
steps to move forward, and who can support these questions. 
The goal here was to identify the participatory activity’s aim to 
help connect with a co-creation method.

Iteration 2

During the next iteration, the teams went through the methods 
and games, connecting them to the outcomes from ‘Iteration 
1’ and compared the methods and games among themselves. 
Each team was told to choose a few methods and games that 
could be used conventionally, on-site, and not get caught up by 
the technical difficulties of remote collaborations. The purpose 
here was to find potential methods and games that could be 
valuable for their co-creation process.

Evaluation through Questionnaire

We evaluated the process of re-appropriation 
through a questionnaire created and shared one 
week after the ‘Toolbox Workshop II.’ We aimed 
to get both quantitative and qualitative data on 
our process.

With the responses received, we learned with 
whom the teams collaborate to get to know 
the context better in each context. This insight 
helped us identify the different collaborators to 
later focus on their roles in the collaboration.

The majority of the questionnaire focused on the 
methods and games they explored, for example, 
which methods they chose during the workshop 
and which ones they planned to apply moving 
forward. Through this, we could identify the 
potential methods for remote collaboration in 
each context.

We got feedback on the draft layouts of the 
methods and games and what difficulties they 
faced during the re-appropriation iterations. 
All teams agreed that the methods contributed 
to their process. They also identified similar 
challenges regarding remote communication, 
internet and device availability, and language 
difference. 

However, almost all teams expressed that the 
challenges and difficulties could be minor or 
overcome after communicating with their local 
collaborators and participants. This opens up for 
us to continue and come back in later phases 
of their projects when they have done more 
co-creation activities to learn more about how 
they managed to re-appropriate the co-creation 
methods and games.

Iteration 3

The final iteration was focused on re-appropriating the selected 
methods and games for remote collaboration and the roles 
of local and non-local collaborators. The teams used their 
experiences from ‘Toolbox Workshop I’ and explored tools 
needed for the methods and games to work remotely. They 
also identified which parts of the activity in any method or game 
would not work remotely and thought about alternatives. The 
aim here was to evaluate the methods and games we selected 
with criteria specific to the ‘Reality Studio’ project and contexts.

Presentation

After the ‘Toolbox Workshop II,’ all the teams worked for the following week to then present their 
process through a ‘pinup board’ session using a digital whiteboard. This session provided us 
with detailed information about how each team addresses the re-appropriation process and the 
challenges and possibilities they have identified in selecting methods and games. 

Toolbox Workshop II

Re-appropriating co-creation methods is not only about replacing the tangible objects and 
intangible aspects of conventional methods but also about addressing what is required for the 
specific aim of the method. Digitalization of methods is not the only way of re-appropriation. It is 
possible to find creative ways of circumventing access to digital devices and the internet. Finally, 
it is essential to co-decide the re-appropriation and use of digital tools, facilitation models, and 
participation by both the local and non-local collaborators, including the community for each co-
creation activity.

‘The Toolbox Workshops’ took place in three digital sessions with co-creators from different parts 
of the world, and many more for all the preparations among ourselves. We have used video 
conferencing, digital whiteboards for sharing information and presentations and have maintained 
communication through online activities the whole time. As a result, these three weeks helped 
us with the process of re-appropriating methods and experienced the potentials of remote 
collaborations and contributions of digital tools themselves.

Reflections
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Semistructured Interviews with 3 Contexts
To learn which methods were re-appropriated by 
the Reality Studio projects, we held semi-structured 
interviews with the local and non-local collaborators 
of the three context teams. The contexts were chosen 
based on which type of collaborations they were part of 
and what context they were working within. The chosen 
cases were: 

Bangladesh Context - Academia to Architectural NGO
Kenya Context - Academia to CBO
South Africa Context - Academia to Academia

Our interviews aimed to learn about their role in the 
collaboration, how they co-developed the project, their 
work process with appropriating methods for remote 
co-creation methods and participatory activities, the 
principal challenges they faced during collaborative 
work and participatory activities. Furthermore, we 
shared our evaluation of the re-appropriation models 
and the possibility of our contribution to this in future 
projects. 

It was again intriguing to learn that both local and non-
local collaborators faced similar challenges regarding 
communication and resources as COVID-19 was still 
prominent in all the contexts. With threats of sudden 
lockdown or other difficulties, local and non-local 
creators had to be very flexible and always ready to 
improvise on and off-site. The local facilitators have a 
vital role, especially in the synchronous activities, in 
arranging workshop venues, gathering participants, and 
improvising when something unexpected happens with 
the internet or material arrangements.

All the groups have continuously struggled with internet 
and device accessibility with the target group or 
problem owners. Ensuring inclusive participation and 
engagement was also a challenge for all the contexts 
as all the non-local co-creators connected with the 
community digitally. We noticed that the heavy reliance 
on local facilitators to communicate with the participants 
sometimes posed a threat to inclusive participation. 
Also, we learned that just like the non-local facilitators, 
the local facilitators or participants also have their 
biases or preconceived ideas. So, it is crucial to be 
mindful of how and whom the local facilitators invite to 
a participatory activity to ensure an inclusive remote 
co-creation.

Bangladesh
Living Between the Houses

This project was co-initiated by Reality Studio, Chalmers 
University of Technology, Sweden, and POCAA (Platform 
of Community Action and Architecture), Bangladesh.

Focus area: The alleys and open spaces between the 
houses in Gabtoli City Colony, Dhaka, from the childrens’ 
perspective.

In the Bangladeshi context, 
Mumtaheena acted as a local link. 

For others contexts, both of us were 
non-local to the contexts

Kenya
Kufulia Vizuri (Efficient Laundry)

This project was co-initiated by Reality Studio, Chalmers 
University of Technology, Sweden, and Zingira Community 
Crafts, Kenya.

Focus area: Issues in the home environment, especially 
washing practice for women in Manyatta.

South Africa
Small Change

This project was co-initiated by Reality Studio, Chalmers 
University of Technology, Sweden, and University of 
Pretoria, South Africa.

Focus area: Melusi community’s adaptive capacity and 
resilience regarding water, food, and nutrients.

Grey speech bubbles = No direct dialogue

Reflections and 
Take Aways
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Reality Studio - POCAA Collaboration

The Chalmers team, the POCAA team, and the children met for the 
first time in a Zoom video session. POCAA arranged a workshop 
venue at their local office in Gabtoli and helped in communication 
between the children who spoke in Bengali, most of the time, and 
the Chalmers team who spoke in English.

Who are we?

The Chalmers team, POCAA team, and the children played an 
online quiz game, where they exchanged facts about Sweden 
and Bangladesh to develop trust and relationships. The workshop 
was held again at the local office of POCAA in Gabtoli via a video 
call session. The children showed around the workshop space, 
and the Chalmers team showed around their design studio at 
Hammarkullen.

Get to Know us Better?

Chalmers team and POCAA planned and prepared a mapping 
exercise in Miro, a whiteboard tool. As the children could not 
access the digital whiteboard, the POCAA team printed the map 
on paper, brought it to the site, and guided them in mapping with 
stickers. The children mapped the areas they like, do not like, or 
hang out, among others, with POCAA and by themselves later on. 

POCAA team collected the map, scanned it, transferred it to the 
digital whiteboard, and shared it with the Chalmers team, who 
analyzed it.

Mapping Attitudes

The children took pictures and recorded videos of their 
neighborhood, showing and explaining features they found 
interesting in the alleys. They sent these videos to POCAA through 
a messaging app, who later shared them with the Chalmers team 
in a collaborative folder online.

Virtual Video Tour

The children drew their dream play area on paper in a workshop, 
arranged and facilitated by POCAA at the same space in Gabtoli. 
POCAA also helped with material arrangements, translating when 
the children presented their ideas to the Chalmers team in the 
video session and later scanned and shared the drawings in their 
collaborative folder online. Both the Chalmers team and POCAA 
team learned about the dreams and needs of the children here.

Let’s Draw

There was a follow-up workshop where the children had a dialogue 
with the Chalmers team in a video call. One of the children acted 
as a local champion, arranged the portable device and internet, 
and gathered all the children who participated in the mapping. 
POCAA team was also present to help with translations and 
communications.

Dialogue About Mapping

Co-creation Story of
Living Between the Houses

Figure 19: Storyboard showing the co-creation activities of the Reality Studio - POCAA collaboration with 
the Children from Gabtoli
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Academia - Architectural NGO Collaboration
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Local facilitators and the participants were in 
the same space, while non-local facilitators 
were in a video call with shared screens. 
The participants and local facilitators spoke 
freely with each other, while the participants 
and non-local facilitators spoke indirectly via 
interpretation.

Getting to Know Each Other

Local facilitators and the participants were in the 
same space, while non-local facilitators were in 
a video call. The participants drew pictures of 
their dream with supplies from local facilitators. 
The participants presented their drawings in 
the video call with non-local facilitators and 
interpreters.

Dreaming Through Drawing

Phase 1. Local and non-local facilitators co-
created the maps digitally. Local facilitators 
printed the map and hung it outside their office. 
There was an introduction to the mapping, and 
then the participants could come back and map 
further alone when they felt like it.

Phase 2. Same participants, local and non-local 
facilitators, all had a follow up discussion about 
the previous mapping activity via video call. 
Local facilitator helped with interpretation and a 
local champion helped with device operation.

Mapping with Community

The participants took photos and videos 
individually and sent the data to the local 
facilitators, who then interpreted and shared the 
data with non-local facilitators.

Virtual Field Trip 

The local partner (POCAA) and non-local partner (Chalmers team) were both co-creators in 
this collaboration and experimented with different typologies of co-creation activities. From 
synchronous workshops via video conferences to asynchronous mapping exercises, the 
participants (Children from Gabtoli) were always given the most importance in expressing their 
needs and ideas. 

A significant challenge in this collaboration was the language barrier. This issue was dealt 
with by constant translations of all the materials in the language of the participants. The local 
interpreters supported facilitation by translating the discussions in synchronous workshops as 
well. However, there was no direct dialogue, except some small talks, between the non-local 
facilitators and local participants during any of the participatory activities. 

The dependency of interpretation also affected the participants’ behaviors as they would feel 
shy or hesitant to express themselves in the synchronous video sessions. When everyone 
has to wait and listen to an interpreter, the flow of the conversation stops, and a lot more time 
is needed in each dialogue than usual. Both the local and non-local facilitators here played 
active roles to ensure that all participants felt inclusive; the former constantly took notes and 
translated every sentence, and the latter approached each participant individually from time to 
time. 

It was challenging to maintain continuity with the same participants, as many activities were 
split into multiple sessions at different times. The local champion helped to bring the same 
participants but the number varied in different sessions. The local champion also acted as 
the primary contact person, helped with arranging the device with internet and video call 
applications for the synchronous digital activities. Local facilitators’ support was also valuable to 
ensure the internet connections and interpretations.

Being an Architectural NGO in action, the local co-creators benefitted from the collaborations as 
the non-local co-creators’ analysis within the topic could be extensive. They could spend more 
time planning and conducting the participatory activities, which the local co-creators could not 
have had time for themselves being occupied with other tasks on site.

Figure 20: Diagram of identified collaborators and stakeholders in the Bangladeshi context of Reality 
Studio

Co-creation 
Activities

Methods of Co-creation Models of 
Communication

Models of 
Facilitation

Co-creation Story of
Living Between the Houses

Figure 19: Storyboard showing the co-creation activities of the Reality Studio - POCAA collaboration with 
the Children from Gabtoli
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Reality Studio - Zingira Collaboration

Washing practice was identified as an activity that takes more 
space and time. So to learn more, the Chalmers team asked 
for videos of how the women wash clothes at home. The six 
local champions recorded and shared the videos with Evance, 
who forwarded them to the Chalmers team. After watching 
them, the Chalmers team tried washing clothes following the 
same process in their design studio. They sent pictures of their 
experience back to the women but did not receive immediate 
comments.

Let’s Learn More About Washing

Chalmers team had a meeting in a video call with the six 
local champions, who visited the Zingira office where Evance 
arranged space for the activity. They discussed issues the 
women face during handwashing. They also talked about the 
Chalmers team’s pictures before and compared experiences 
about washing practices in Kenya and Sweden.

Washing Conversations

This time, a second questionnaire was directed to the six 
women to get individual comments on issues during washing. 
Evance helped collect the answers and map where they are 
located by visiting each women’s home. The questionnaires 
also included sketches of a set of ideas about possible 
solutions to the issues they learned previously. They gave 
feedback and also added their ideas on improvements that 
could be made.

Questions to the Women

Chalmers team narrowed it down to three aspects -scrubbing, 
rainwater collection, and weather protection and had a 
brainstorming session around this with one local champion and 
Evance at the Zingira office. They had discussions about the 
sketches and 3d models the Chalmers team developed.

Brainstorming

To find out about the issues in the home environment, the 
Chalmers team prepared a questionnaire for the women 
living in Manyatta. Evance Odhiambo from Zingira and six 
local women, who took the roles of champions, collected 80+ 
responses by visiting the women at their homes. Evance also 
took photos for documentation and a virtual field tour and sent 
them to the Chalmers team with the questionnaire responses.

Questions to the Women

Co-creation Story of
Kufulia Vizuri (Efficient Laundry)

Figure 21: Storyboard showing the co-creation activities by the Reality Studio - Zingira collaboration with 
the Women from Manyatta
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Questionnaire survey

Six local champions and the local facilitator 
helped to collect questionnaire answers on-site. 
Data was transferred from the champions to the 
local facilitator and subsequently to the non-
local facilitators for analysis. The absence of 
direct communication between local participants 
and non-local facilitators left the non-local 
facilitators with follow-up questions.

Getting to know each other
Phase 1. Video recording of the participants’, 
the six local champions, washing practices 
helped non-local facilitators understand the 
context and identify problems. The recordings 
were done by the participants and then sent to 
local facilitators and on to non-local facilitators.

Phase 2. Non-local facilitators performed the 
same washing action and shared pictures 
and experiences in a video call with the six 
champions.

Semi Structured Interview

Live video calls helped with better 
communication between non-local facilitators 
and local participants, the six local champions, 
who were in the same space as the local 
facilitator. The interviews were held in groups of 
three, directly between participants and non-
local facilitators.

Co-developing ideas

Non-local facilitators showed contents in a live 
video call by screen sharing. Only one local 
champion and the local facilitator participated in 
the discussion from the same space together.

The local partner (Evance Odhiambo from Zingira) had prior knowledge about co-creation 
and community development but was not a co-creator in this collaboration. Multiple 
types of synchronous and asynchronous collaborations were initiated by the non-local 
facilitators (Chalmers team). The local partner supported with contextual appropriations and 
interpretations and acted as local facilitators. 

Choosing six champions from the problem owner group from Manyatta worked well in 
collecting information from the larger group of participants regarding the home environment 
and suggestions. They had excellent knowledge, and connections within the community 
helped with translating the questionnaires sometimes as well. 

There were slight discrepancies in the results from the asynchronous activities. One of the 
most significant causes of these discrepancies was a communicative error in the questions. 
The instructions have to be extremely clear because no one can answer questions from 
participants during asynchronous activities. 

On the other hand, synchronous communications worked better, but access to devices and 
the internet was difficult to arrange. The participants had to travel to the workshop venue 
and this added additional difficulties like expenses and risk of exposure to the pandemic. 
The difficulties resulted in having only one participant in the last workshop. It helped to 
have more in-depth dialogue, but the non-local facilitators felt the lack of a comprehensive 
discussion on the topic. 

During the interview sessions, the participating women did not want to express issues 
concerning washing practices. It might have been due to taking pride in their way of washing 
or not wanting to complain to outsiders. Some participants also seemed to be influenced 
by other’s responses as the interviews were conducted in groups. When asked the same 
question individually in a later questionnaire, many admitted to some issues. 

The non-local co-creators felt that it was difficult to ensure regular collaboration as the local 
partner had a lower stake in the co-creation process. This and the lack of interest from 
participants left the non-local co-creators doubting the need for interventions in this context.

Figure 22: Diagram of identified collaborators and stakeholders in the Kenya context of Reality Studio
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Figure 21: Storyboard showing the co-creation activities by the Reality Studio - Zingira collaboration with 
the Women from Manyatta
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Reality Studio - Uni. Pretoria Collaboration

The ‘FootSoldiers’ and the ‘SkyEyes’ prepared questions about 
food and nutrients together. The footsoldiers visited the site and 
interviewed different community members. The interviews were 
recorded and translated when needed and later sent to the ‘SkyEyes’ 
who worked with further documentation and analysis.

Interviews

In the first workshop with children at one of the Early Childhood 
Development Center (ECD), they played games prototyped by the 
‘SkyEyes.’ It was a pre-workshop to get to know the children and 
teachers with some drawing and play-doe exercise. Markus Zorn 
joined the ‘FootSoldiers.’ Together, they arranged the space and 
materials to carry out the game-play while the ‘SkyEye’ took part via 
live stream.

The Plate Game, a first draft

The ‘SkyEyes’ planned this workshop in collaboration with the 
‘FootSoldiers’ to play ‘The Plate Game’ designed by the ‘SkyEyes.’ 
Children from the youth Centre Mydo played and tested the game, 
‘Footsoldiers’ and Markus facilitated and documented the activities. 
‘SkyEyes’ mostly observed through live stream, not to break the flow 
of game-play.

The Plate Game, refined

The children from ECD played the final version of the Plate Game in 
groups that the ‘SkyEyes’ and the ‘Footsoldiers’ together developed. 
‘SkyEyes’ were only present for a short time, so all activities were 
documented with videos, pictures, and notes with the help of 
Footsoldiers and Markus, who again helped with facilitation.

The Plate Game, final version

Another game-play was planned and arranged to understand 
the childrens’ knowledge of different kinds of water. The children 
from Mydo built the game structure together with Markus and the 
FootSoldiers, while the SkyEyes joined through live stream. They 
played the game, discussed it, and played again. Everything was 
documented and sent to SkyEyes later for further development of the 
game.

The Water Game

The Chalmers team and UP team named themselves- the 
‘FootSoldiers’ and the ‘SkyEyes’ during their virtual site visit as the 
former was on the ground collecting data and the other connected 
remotely through video call. ‘The Footsoldiers’ also took pictures and 
shared them later in digital folders online with the ‘SkyEyes.’

Site Visit

Figure 23: Storyboard showing the co-creation activities of the Reality Studio - University of Pretoria 
collaboration with the Children from Melusi.

Co-creation Story of Small Changes
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All the partners were co-creators and split responsibilities between the two groups on and 
off-ground in this collaboration. While the local co-creators, the University of Pretoria team, 
focused more on collecting data and conducting interviews, the non-local co-creators, the 
Chalmers team, had a more active role in documenting and analyzing the collected data. 
Having another non-local co-creator (Markus Zorn) visiting the site and acting as a local 
actor helped local and non-local co-creators facilitate various co-creation activities with 
participants from different age groups, Children from Melusi.

An essential part of this collaboration was the support of different local NGOs who acted as 
coordinators and helped to reach out to the children and to arrange space for the different 
co-creation activities. The local facilitators included local and non-local co-creators, resulting 
in a diverse team and contributing more to the contextual appropriations.

The local team faced challenges like load shedding when electricity is temporarily cut of 
from the grid to ease the stress on the grid; this was challenging for both local and non-
local teams. There are both planned and unplanned load sheddings. Meaning planning 
activities relying on digital tools can get tricky. However, analog tools might be affected 
too. If a mapping exercise is planned and the map cannot be printed due to power cut-offs, 
improvisation is crucial. This concept is challenging to grasp unless you have lived with this 
limitation.

Since this collaboration was between two different academic partners, some ethical 
concerns have to be considered. The implications of design-build-type studios in a 
community can be vast, for good and evil. The studio course has deadlines and a limited 
amount of time. One can question if the syllabus of a studio course set in a more privileged 
context really should determine the structures produced within a less privileged setting. More 
than the students’ grades controlling the outcome, the deadline of the studio course may 
force decisions that are not the best for the context.
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Getting to Know Each Other

The local facilitators and participants were in 
the same space while the non-local facilitators 
attended a video call. Non-local facilitators 
briefly communicated with the participants for 
introduction purposes and received pictures and 
video recordings later.

Serious Games
There were multiple sessions of game-play 
where the local facilitators played a significant 
role in facilitating and communicated with the 
participants directly in the same spaces. Non-
local facilitators observed for some time did not 
communicate directly with the participants. All 
documentations were shared among the local 
and non-local facilitators who developed the 
games further together.

Semi Structured Interview

Local facilitators went around and 
communicated directly with local participants. 
Recorded audios and notes of the interviews 
were sent to non-local facilitators for analysis 
and transcribing.

Virtual Field Trip

Local facilitators walked around the area while 
non-local facilitators observed via video call. 
Pictures and notes taken during the walk were 
later sent to the non-local facilitators for further 
analysis.

Figure 23: Storyboard showing the co-creation activities of the Reality Studio - University of Pretoria 
collaboration with the Children from Melusi.

Figure 24: Diagram of identified collaborators and stakeholders in the Melusi context of Reality Studio
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Compiling and comparing the methods re-appropriated in the three contexts showed that 
there were different approaches to facilitation and communication even with the same aim and 
similar course of actions. It was evident that digitalization of methods is not the only way of re-
appropriation; there are creative ways of circumventing access to digital devices and the internet. 

This proved, again, that both local and non-local facilitators have to co-develop the re-
appropriation for remote collaboration. Models of facilitation and communication digital tools 
and other tangible and intangible aspects must be co-decided for each co-creation activity. It is 
essential to have context and project-specific re-appropriation in remote collaboration.

From the conventional methods 
shared during the toolbox workshops 
or other resources, the local and 
non-local co-creators in the three 
contexts co-developed their own re-
appropriated methods for remote 
co-creation activities. This happened 
through an iterative process including 
uncountable communication sessions 
and collaboration between the local and 
non-local facilitators, which can not be 
predicted.

So, we took a step back and compared 
these context-specific re-appropriated 
methods to the conventional or original 
methods we analyzed. A thorough 
analysis resulted in preparing a set of 
generic re-appropriated methods for 
remote co-creation.

Based on our research, the generic 
re-appropriated methods could be 
further re-appropriated to any context 
by the local and non-local co-creators. 
These methods would not be recipes 
for success but rather serve as a base 
for supporting remote co-creation. 
Making these accessible could fill the 
gap of resources on remote co-creation 
activities. 

To contribute more than just 
conceptually, the generic re-
appropriated methods for remote 
co-creation should be accessible to 
anyone collaborating in a remote co-
creation.

Questionnaire 
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Mapping with 
Community

Comparing the Methods of Co-creation Context Specific Re-appropriation

Generic Re-appropriation

Getting to know 
each other

Getting to Know 
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Figure 25: Comparison of methods created by the three contexts. Figure 26: Re-appropriation of methods from conventional, to context specific remote and to generic 

Re-appropriating Methods of Co-creation
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This diagram shows the process of co-developing the model of re-appropriation, where parallel to 
our research, continuous iterations of contextual re-appropriation happened in the Reality Studio. 
Green arrows show our process and blue arrows show the process of the non-local co-creators 
from Reality Studio.

Based on this, a model of re-appropriating methods for remote co-creation is developed. As the 
non-local co-creators re-appropriated conventional methods of co-creation into context-specific 
methods in collaboration with the local co-creators, it ensured the specific needs of the local 
context. Our observations, the questionnaires from Toolbox Workshop II, and the semi-structured 
interviews with local and non-local co-creators supported the development of this model. It 
supports context-specific re-appropriation of generic remote methods, or conventional methods.

The model of re-appropriating methods of co-creation explains suggests the steps that the local 
and non-local co-creators must take to ensure context-specific re-appropriation. The steps include 
co-deciding each co-creation activity’s aim and method, co-deciding the facilitation, co-developing 
the facilitation and communication models, carrying out the co-creation activity and finally co-
evaluating the activity together.

Both the process and the model helped us realize the need for co-evaluation and the importance 
of continuation. It is not only the model but also the methods re-appropriated in Reality studio, 
that can be useful resources for future remote collaborations. Connected with their co-creation 
stories, these generic remote methods have the potentials to inspire contextual re-appropriation 
and more co-creation for community development.

Figure 28: Model of re-appropriating methods for co-creation for remote collaboration

Process of Re-appropriating Methods of Co-creation Model of Re-appropriating Methods of Co-creation

Figure 27: Process diagram of re-appropriating co-creation methods for remote collaboration
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Continuing

What We Expect

Designing Placemaker’s Kit is about how we decided to continue 
and contribute with the re-appropriated methods and model of 
re-appropriation. It includes the application of the Placemaker’s 
Kit and connection to the model of re-appropriation to ensure 
contextual re-appropriation.

Placemaker’s Kit Prototype describes how the placemaker’s 
kit would look like for a specific context. It includes the first draft we 
have designed as a prototype.

Speculative Storyboard with Placemaker Kit presents a 
speculative story of how the Placemaker’s Kit can support remote 
collaboration and engagement in future community development 
projects.

Common vision illustrates how we, along with Markus Zorn, 
envision the future of co-creation and how we plan to continue our 
journey in the future.
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Designing Placemaker’s Kit
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Placemakers are - “All who make and sustain the quality of human settlements, including 
principally the people and communities who are the inhabitants, architects, planners, or 
experts.” (Hamdi, 2010)

Nabeel Hamdi’s definition of placemaker is what inspired our primary outcome - designing the 
Placemaker’s kit - a web-based platform. This sentiment is the essence of what we want to 
contribute to within the field — a set of co-creation methods approaches to support placemakers 
in remote collaboration in community development projects 

The Placemaker’s Kit combines our experiences of re-appropriating conventional co-creation 
methods into working remotely and with the context-specific methods re-appropriated in the co-
creations in Reality Studio 2021. The approach of context-specific re-appropriation has proven 
crucial and must be done for all methods of remote co-creation. The generic methods can only as 
as a base and can not be applicable for all contexts worldwide. So, our idea here is to propose 
the Placemaker’s kit as a tool that acts not only as a resource of methods for remote co-creation 
but also to support the context-specific re-appropriation.

1.	 Users select their position within the context and with whom they will collaborate.  
	 (Academia, CBO, NGO, Community member, among others) 

2.	 Users select what phases of the co-creation process the project will operate within.   
	 (Co-initiation, Co-analysis, Co-design, Co-implementation, Co-evaluation) 

3.	 Users explore the different generic methods available on the website. Every method is 		
	 connected to a co-creation story, that previous users uploaded in the platform as 			
	 case stories sharing how it worked out. 

4.	 Users preview the Placemaker’s Kit they just put together combined with all the methods. 	
	 Here there will be suggestions of other methods that were not picked by the user but were 	
	 deemed essential in other co-creation processes from the user provided case stories. 

5.	 Users download the Placemaker’s Kit. At this stage, all the methods are generic. The local 	
	 and non-local collaborators no have to start the re-appropriation for the specific context. 

6.	 Using the templates for the context-specific methods in the Placemaker’s Kit, the local  
	 and non-local placemakers re-appropriate the generic methods to fit their context for all 		
	 upcoming co-creation activities.  

7.	 Placemakers carry out the co-creation activities according to the roles and co-decided  
	 re-appropriations. 

8.	 Placemakers co-evaluate and share their co-creation journey as a case on the 			 
	 placemaker kit platform. The user will connect the methods they have used with pictures 		
	 and stories of how it was conducted in the specific context. 

SImilar process continues in cycles and hopefully encourages new co-creations and engage more 
placemakers. We hope that the placemaker’s kit creates opportunities of remote collaboration in 
participatory community development projects beyond the limitations caused by the pandemic.

By sharing the co-creation stories and 
co-evaluated methods of co-creation 
in the Placemaker’s kit, our ambition is 
to inspire similar endeavors around the 
globe. Too often, project documentations 
are piled up in file cabinets and forgotten. 
The knowledge and stories of co-ceation 
should be out in the world for all to 
access and get inspired by!

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

Figure 29: Application of The Placemaker’s Kit within the model of re-appropriation

How it works
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The methods inside the Placemaker’s Kit are 
conventional methods of co-creation re-appropriated 
for remote collaborations by us (see figure 32). Next to 
the method page, there will be a blank version of the 
same sheet where local and non-local co-creators re-
appropriate the generic version into a context-specific 
version (see figure 33).

The Placemaker’s Kit includes a glossary of different 
digital tools to support remote collaborations (see 
figure 30). The methods will call the tools by the 
function, ‘Digital whiteboard,’ and the glossary will list 
software supporting this, like, ‘Miro.’

It contains a page with methods suggested by the 
Placemaker’s Kit complementing the users’ process 
based on the users’ previous choices when compiling 
the kit online (see figure 31). If the user chose a 
‘Mapping with children’ method, the Placemaker’s Kit 
might suggest a ‘Getting to know each other’ method 
before the mapping method.

Cover page comes with 
the project name filled 
out by Placemaker

Phase of Co-creation

Model of facilitation

Model of communication

Aim of the method

Steps suggested 
to do the activity

Materials and tools 
needed for the activity
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Figure 30: Glossary over digital tools supporting 
the methods in the Kit.

Figure 32: Generic reappropriated method of co-
creation for remote collaboration.

Figure 31: Index over selected methods by the 
user and the recommended methods by the kit.

Figure 33: Blank sheet for context specific re-
appropriation filled in by placemakers.
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Speculative Storyboard with Placemaker Kit 
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Figure 34: Application and contribution of the Placemaker’s Kit through a speculative storyboard



Common Vision
The journey of creating this thesis has been draining, learning about heavy 
topics such as colonialism, development, and ethics in cross-cultural 
collaborations. Despite these hardships, we have had so much fun, and we 
have learned things we could only have dreamed of before. Would we do it all 
again? Yes, yes, we would. In fact, we are doing it all again! 

With Markus Zorn, we are continuing this project and realize the Placemaker’s 
Kit web platform as we speak. We are also in the process of writing academic 
articles on this topic to contribute to the field and practice. If we learned 
anything from this project with cross-cultural, international, and interprofessional 
collaborations, it is that anything is possible if we do it together. Just be sure to 
add a pinch of crazy to go beyond your vision!

Figure 35: Common vision of finding impossible connections 
through participatory practices in community development
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Appendices

What to Expect

Placemaker’s Kit Prototype Content includes the pages of 
the Placemaker’s kit Prototype shared in page 73.  

Separate Essays for Easy Reading inclued the two text 
essays from act 1, where we reflected ‘on architecture’ and ‘on 
participation from page 20 and 29’.
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On Architecture On Architecture

Even two years ago, my answer to the question ‘what is 
architecture’ would include the ‘object’ - a building or a 
structure. It was challenging to re-appropriate my architectural 
understanding of twelve years, but I have managed to expand it 
from only the product to the process, from just a problem solver 
to a place-maker, and from just constructing a structure to the 
construction of hope. I have explored other ways of architecture 
and learned to shape it in the forms of a book, a board game, or 
even an essay. 

In the first years of my formal architectural education, I have 
learned to design for people, mostly following the standard and 
norm that has been practiced for years since the curriculums 
were set by foreign architects who pioneered the school. 
There might have been many developments, but on the scale 
of comparison, they end up being unnoticeable. It has been 
frustrating to go back and forth between reality and the actual 
need for our contribution to the studios with the continuous 
reproduction of ambitious projects. I have learned architecture 
as a tool to make the built environment and the ways of living 
‘better.’ This brings up the discourse of my role and responsibility 
in practice relating to the betterment of the world, and then the 
question of understanding what exactly is “better” and how I can 
achieve that through architecture?

Concerning the roles and responsibilities, architects have always 
been positioned to the side of those in power. I have personally 
experienced this during my four years of professional practice 
in Bangladesh, working for clients belonging to the 10% of the 
society with affordability to design. As my architect self roamed 
around the application of building technologies, carrying out my 
professional duties in the realm of specialization, I worried about 
the consequences of my service; where lies the true satisfaction 
in this profession?

Then comes the continuous struggle of understanding the 
standards of connecting aesthetics and functionality of the object 
that is architecture. Architects are known and praised for making 
beautiful designs that may or may not play a role in contributing 
to the broader context of improving the built environment and 
social conditions. The question that keeps occurring to me is 
how to go beyond aesthetics and functionality and contribute to 
making the world better?

The path I am following as an architect now guides me to 
architecture as an agency. In the words of Jeremy Till (2009) 
“holds to the idea of betterment but associates it with a more 
fluid set of processes and social conditions.” I am motivated to 
bridge the gap between architecture as a profession or object 
and what I have always wanted it to be by taking the dependency 
of architectural practice as an opportunity. Instead of avoiding 
reality, it is time to engage with it and explore more potential for 
architectural practice that would rise over its current definition 
and create more hope.

-Mumtahena Rifat

What is architecture? Pretty early in my education, I was 
introduced to architecture as “The art or practice of design and 
constructing buildings” (Oxford Languages, architecture). Being 
taught that architecture is simply the art and design of buildings 
limit the scope of what is possible. 

Today, there are many delusions in the field, which is only natural 
after being indoctrinated into the belief that we as designers 
somehow have this magical ability to understand what people 
want and need better than they do themselves. Teachers have 
told me that “People do not know what they need until they have 
been presented with it.” This way of thinking creates a distance 
between the users of the environment and the designer. This ego 
is worrying because it glorifies the designer and demotes the 
opinion of the mere mortal customer.

During several of my studio projects in architecture school, we 
have engaged with stakeholders in mock projects with some 
realism. Typically, we would visit the site with the stakeholders 
and set up a program together. By the end of the project, less 
and less focus was given to the actual user experience, and 
more focus would be spent on producing “interesting” spatial 
arrangements and materiality, which inherently do not support 
healthy living conditions in and of themselves. This is not just 
a critique towards the university; external supervisors from the 
architectural profession are just as guilty of this.

Architecture can also be described as “The complex or 
carefully designed structure of something” (Oxford Languages, 
architecture), which allows for a more expansive, systematic, 
and holistic approach to the built environment—taking into 
consideration far more aspects than simply designing buildings.

After everything said in this essay, I have to thank my education 
for coming to these conclusions and realizations. If I had not 
taken part in this indoctrinated system that views architects as 
all-knowing experts on human behavior and needs, I would not 
have been enlightened with a different approach to architecture. 
So this is my formal thank you to Chalmers:

Thank you for first teaching me about the architect’s role as a 
superior entity in the design and construction of society, for 
teaching me that engineers, plumbers, carpenters, ventilation 
engineers, city officials, and politicians are all below the 
architect’s superior mind. Furthermore, sincerely, thank you for 
simultaneously allowing me to explore alternate ways of pursuing 
architecture, with a more egalitarian outlook on users and 
community members through the same education system that 
taught me to approach architecture as a cynical visionary who 
focuses on aesthetic pleasures. For that, I am eternally grateful.

-Robin Eskilsson
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I consider learning participatory design an important lesson. 
It answered many questions that have been gathering in my 
mind during the years of learning architecture. We learn to 
design knowing the designer in a superior role, finding the best 
solution to every problem, leading the team in any building or 
planning project. We get to know the stakeholders only through 
a list of requirements or conflicts where both the designers 
and stakeholders try to prove the best outcome. We grow up as 
architects with a standard of aesthetics and technical expertise, 
but how does that qualify us to decide for everyone? 

Every project comes with its particular context and situations 
where there are more significant needs to address than just the 
problem or the requirements. I understand now how the different 
scale, context, and purpose of projects require a different 
approach, and as architects, we have to be always prepared to 
adapt. Parallel to this thread of hope, participatory design or 
co-design approach also brings a new layer of tension in my 
designer mindset. How do we ensure ‘participation’ stays true to 
its original purpose, not just as a term that has been misused as 
in the history of architectural practice? 

“In architecture, participation is now a necessary part of most 
public planning processes, but much of it remains a token. The 
mere taking part is seen to be enough; endless sticky notes with 
handwritten exhortations plastered over architectural drawings 
to create a sense of activity, but at the end of the day, those notes 
are literally and metaphorically peeled off, leaving the barest trace 
of the voices of others.” (Till, 2006)

My experience in participatory projects connects to the root 
of this question; I have only worked with conceptual idea 
development with groups of youth as a student in the Social 
Inclusion Studio and as a leader in Camp Vision 424 with Unga 
Påverkar. Both included workshops planned by either teachers 
or employers, focusing on sustainable development, where most 
youth involuntarily participated either for grades or salary. It got 
frustrating as we got less visible results in relation to the time 
spent on activities, there were conflicts of interest, but in both 
cases, I have seen traces of empowerment along with the tension. 

It has been an ongoing debate of the amount of work going 
through years of collaborative work and complex organization 
structure when a short sharp intervention can have more 
aesthetic and functional potency. However, to ensure an actual 
transformation process, investing time and effort in the most 
challenging context is necessary. This adds to another layer of 
responsibility that may be on all collaborators to ensure that 
these hours and efforts do not go in vain and result in outcomes 
that reflect ‘participation’ just not as a tag but embedded within 
the outcome.

-Mumtaheena Rifat

Participation in architecture has become somewhat of a 
buzzword, particularly in sustainable development and 
integration discourse. The word participation has a tacit promise 
of democracy. People in power pick up this implied connotation. 
They swing it around like a toy sword, poking with it at every 
possible instance of communication with local communities 
and target groups for interventions. By poking the sword of 
participation into the open wounds of the community, harm is 
caused. Even a toy sword hurts in the right place. People in 
power who do not understand the foundations of participation 
can cause immense harm in a community. 

My own experiences with participatory processes are conflicted. 
The ideas behind participation are fantastic, and ideally, the users 
of the buildings or environment should have the most significant 
influence on the design. However, why is it so tricky with 
participatory approaches? Because, make no mistake, it is hard. 
It is complex with engagement, planning, and executing. Every 
single step of a participatory process is complicated. So why is it 
a buzzword? So why do we keep trying these methods? 

During one of my projects, my group decided to work with the 
elderly in a socially vulnerable area. Our brief from the housing 
company stated: “Design a common room for elderly in the area 
according to their needs and wishes. “So we started engaging 
with the elderly, knocking on doors, talking on the streets, and 
sending out flyers about upcoming workshops. When our first 
workshop day approached, we prepared coffee, snacks, and 
mapping exercises for the elderly to engage with. The clock 
struck 11, but nobody came. We were left with empty chairs and 
enough coffee for a pack of elderly ready to gossip. Eventually, 
one woman showed up. Her first words were, “I am not interested 
in the common room, but I need the thresholds gone in my 
apartment. I keep falling on them.”

At this point, a sense of disbelief and failure towered over us. 
We began to feel spiteful towards the ungrateful people who do 
not appreciate our time. This moment was a turning point in our 
project. Why are we angry? Who are we angry at? Where do we 
direct this anger? Is it possible to have a participatory process 
without any participants? Is the lack of participants an indication 
of distrust, displeasure, or suspicion of ulterior motives?

Right there on the floor in the ruins of the empty workshop room, 
we found it, the sword of participation, rusty and chipped. We 
understood that this community had been fed up with empty 
promises from the landlord about fixing their apartments; why 
would they believe this initiative?

We sided with the elderly with newly found courage and started 
a revolution towards the landlord’s prior misuse of participation, 
figuratively, of course.

-Robin Eskilsson

On Participation On Participation
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Figure 8: Atop the slippery slope of 
participation

Figure 8: Atop the slippery slope of 
participation
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Figure 11: Dissecting co-creation. Figure 11: Dissecting co-creation. 
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