
One of the major challenges in develop-
ment cooperation is the creation of mu-
tual understanding as a basis for a com-
mon learning process and the sustainable 
development of the project. This thesis 
researches the potential of visualization 
tools and participatory approaches in 
the context of West African country 
Togo, on the model farm of Donomadé. 
The projoect was executed in two phases: 
The development of tools, and the test-
ing and learning of their potential during 
the implementation process. In both 
phases the cooperation involved different 
groups of local stakeholders in participa-
tory workshops. The developed tools and 
workshops are seen as tools that allow 
the designer to develop and test possible 
strategies and criteria that promote 
mutual understanding and exchange. 
The insights generated through this case 
study are reflected and summarized in 
a card set that covers the description 
of the case, the problems and the social 
factors, as well as methods to takle the 
situation. This toolset is seen as a start-
ing point of an extendable instrument to 
share, collect, visualize and exchange 
experience and knowledge in the field of 
intercultural communication projects. 

Milédou*
An investigation of the interplay of visualization and 
participatory design approaches for the creation of iterative 
mutual learning process and accessible places of exchange in 
the context of development cooperation

*Expression in Ewe Language: We are together.
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Generate knowledge about the ecosystem of the farm through ob-
servation, playing, drawing and singing and document it to make it 
accessible to a broader public. 

Joint transfer from reality to abstract level through observation, 
identification of orientation points and involvement in creation and 
testing of symbols for works and plants of the farm. 

Active exploration of the developed symbols and tools, customize to 
the needs and create experience about their potential as an instru-
ment for exchange. 

Creation of awareness 
of their own poten-
tial to access and 
interconnect complex 
information. 

Good understanding 
of elements,but the  
connection to the 
entire ecosystem is 
challenging.  

Active involvement, 
experience and a link 
to the everyday life 
are key factors for 
understanding.

Learning from local craftsman about materials and testing of the po-
tential for the development of the tools. Construction of the physical 
model with the support of the local craftsman. 

Expansion of the knowledge of local technologies and continuation of 
testing as basis for the execution of the tools. 

Local material and 
craftsmanship inte-
grates in the ap-
proach of the project. 

High capacity in the 
copying of objects, lit-
tle knowledge about 
interconnection of 
objects. 

Prototyping a process 
and continuous ex-
change during the 
process increases 
common understanding.

Learning about the system and living together in the village. Under-
standing of the cultural potential and challenges. 

Learning about the everyday life and the challenges in the villages 
and development of understanding how cultivation techniques from 
the local farmer’s distinguish from the one of the Model Farm.  Ex-
change with the village authorities about the potential of the strate-
gies. 

Understanding of the 
daily life and high-
ly different cultural 
context to support 
understanding. 

The potential of 
planing and exchange 
tools is seen but the 
appropriation needs 
time and guidance.

Creation of memora-
ble moments through 
involving of the stake-
holders to encourage 
exchange and moti-
vation.

VILLAGE KIDS
Addressing the cre-
ativity, observation 
and documentation 
skills of the next gen-
eration

 

FARM TEAM
Observation and 
exchange: The explo-
ration of theory and 
planing

VILLAGE
POPULATION
Identification, percep-
tion and involvement 
of the locals

LOCAL 
CRAFTSMAN
Co-creating with local 
materials and tech-
niques

CULTURAL
CONTEXT
Collecting insights 
about everyday chal-
lenges and the system

STIMULATION 
Creation of a common ground through 
participatory workshops with different 
stakeholder groups and creation of vi-
sualization instruments that explain the 
ecosystem and stimulate motivation and 
awareness

IMMERSION
Context, problem 
analysis, exploration 
of strategies and de-
velopment of a meth-
odological approach

TRANSFERABILITYEXPLORATION AND TRANSFER
Exploration of the common grounds po-
tential in participatory workshop applying 
and refining the visualization instruments 
in terms of knowledge transfer and orga-
nization

Visualize & test 
understanding

Identify 
partners

Create experience 
and confidence

Fun and 
playfulness

Fun and 
playfulness

CooperationCooperation CooperationMutual 
exchange

Share 
experience

Creation of 
team spirit

Common 
research

Learn from locals 
and experts

Stimulate 
interest

EVALUATION
Reflection of the 
learnings of the 
application 

DEBRIEFING
Reflection of the tool 
application and focus 
definition of the next 
phase

Interaction	    Tool Interaction	    Tool Interaction	    Tool

Exchange to understand the lack and challenge. Observation of the 
life on the farm in order to collect the necessary knowledge about 
the ecosystem of the farm to visualize and develop the tools.

Exploration and extension of the tools through inputs and collabora-
tion. Exploring the potential of tools for the planning and organisa-
tion of various processes on the farm.

Organization and 
access to theoretical 
information and foster 
the sense of respon-
sibility. 

Understanding of 
single elements and 
steps is visible. 

Division of complex 
processes into single 
steps and visualiza-
tion give access to 
theoretical issues.

Documentation of sin-
gle elements is good, 
creation of stories 
and systems is not 
familiar. 

Playful approaches 
make topics more 
easily accessible and 
create fun and moti-
vation. 

Deepen the knowledge about the elements of the farms ecosystem 
and generate understanding and stories of the interdependencies. 
Creation of a picture book and song about the farm. 

Deepening the un-
derstanding of the 
principles of the farm 
to foster interest in 
the participation.

Transfer of the in-
sights into a expand-
able card set as an 
exchange instrument 
for the intercultural 
context

Research & Analysis

The intention and the problem field
The field of development cooperation involves stakeholder with diverse back-
grounds and interest, looking for a solution to a wicked problem, caused by 
numerous factors, some of which can’t be addressed directly. From the history 
of development cooperation we learn that it is a challenge to document a sus-
tainable solution. A deep understanding of the real problems, the mindset of 
the stakeholders and their decision criteria are all important factors for suc-
cess. 

The case Model Farm in Donomadé (FeMoDo), Togo
The model farm is located in the rural area of the West African country Togo, 
where agriculture accounts for the largest share of gross domestic product. 
The development of rural areas is hardly supported by the state and the pro-
fession of small farmers is not appreciated. 
The farm project is carried out by three collaborating structures: The Swiss 
association Happy Togo, which is responsible for the financing and monitoring, 
the Togolese association Etoile verte, which is taking care of the management 
and implementation with the team of the Model Farm and the authorities and 
population of the village Donomadé, who support and contribute to the devel-
opment.
The farm researches location specific agroecological cultivation principles and 
processing techniques and invites the local population to participate, learn on 
the farm and integrate the knowledge on their own fields. The diversification of 
the harvest, the organization of a cooperative, and the establishment of a net-
work of purchaser are measures that are planned to guarantee a more stable 
income. The Model Farm also provides a platform for research and ecotourism. 
The challenge of the project is to gain the trust of the population and find 
strategies and tools to support a shift of populations mentality towards long 
term, self-responsible, community oriented and ecological thinking in a context 
where fulfillment of basic supplies is a problem and framework conditions in-
hibit self-determined, sustainable development. 

Leverage point and role of Designer
The field of development cooperation with its vaste problem context provides 
different intervention possiblieties for Designers (Fig.1). The thesis focuses on  
knowledge transfer and communication, combining participation and visual-
ization tools. The intervention pursues the goal of making complex information 
accessible for the population, gaining understanding of socially anchored pat-
terns of behaviour, and supporting a sense of belonging and the identity cre-
ation through participation. 
The research and interaction field of the project is visualized in the four or-
ders of Design (Fig.1, Buchanan, 2001) that categorizates the design along the 
themes of communication, construction, interaction and integration. Through-
out the theoretical research the potential of storytelling, simulation models, 
serious games and their inherent combination of vizualisation, communication 
and participaton was lied out. The four key terms motivation, awareness, em-
powerment/ knowledge transfer and organisational structures emereged as 
key points for the design intervention. 

Research process and analysis
The research process is organized along five phases. The immersion phase in-
cludes the analysis of the context, the problem field and proposes an approach 
that is tested on the case Model Farm of Donomadé during the stimulation and 
exploration phase. The stimulation and exploration phase take place in Togo at 
the Model Farm of Donomadé. In the evaluation phase insights of the applica-
tion are analyzed as a basis for the creation of a transferable card set. 
The work on the case study in Donomadé is developed in collaboration with 
different stakeholder groups along five interaction areas. The case study pro-
vides insights from multiple perspectives that play different roles in the pro-
cess of creating and testing visualizations and physical tools for knowledge 
organization and exchange (Fig.2). The interactions and observations are doc-
umented in detail within the process documentation booklet, and summarized 
below. 
Farm Team: Observation and exchange with the farm team forms the basis for 
the understanding of the farms ecosystem. The challenge was how access to 
organization and planing processes on the farm can strengthen the feeling of 
responsibility, that they as a team create the image of the farm. 
Village Kids: The weekly workshops with the village kids, addresses them as 
members of a future cooperative, focusing on the discovery and documentation 
of the farms ecosystem. Their drawings created in the workshops form part of 
the symbol development process. The challenge is to create a story from the 
different elements discovered on the farm from the perspective of the kids and 
make it accessible to the broader public.  
Village Population: In the workshops with the village population their percep-
tion and knowledge of the environment is researched and integrated into the 
tools. The challenge lies in understanding how abstract information has to be 
designed to create an overview, make connections and long term processes 
accessible to strengthen them as partners of the farm. 
Local Craftsman: The collaboration with the local craftsman allows the con-
struction of the tools with local materials and techniques and which gives 
insight in the organization of working processes. The challenge lies in the cre-
ation of a reciprocal understanding of the process and results. 
Cultural Context: The exposition to the very different life circumstances on the 
farm and in the village gives possibility to understand cultural patterns and 
decision criteria in a life that take place in the here and now. 
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Signs / Symbols

1 ST
COMMUNICATION
Signs / Symbols

2ND
CONSTRUCTION
Objects

3RD
INTERACTIONS
Action

4TH
INTEGRATION
System 

Objects

Actions

Systems

Product 
Design

Possible links to the design

Material 
Research 

Service 
concept 
ecotourism

Spacial 
Intervention

Spacial 
Intervention

Story-
telling 
 

Investigated strategies for the 
method development

Symbols in 
workshops 
with popula-
tion

Focus of the design intervention

Objects in 
collaboration 
with local 
craftsman

Planing and 
organization
with farm 
team

Simulation
models

Serious 
games

Interaction/ Communication Design

1 �Visulization of the design research of the project Mo-
del Farm in Donomadé in the Four Orders of Design 
(Buchanan, 2001) 

2 �Methdology and Process of the project 



Relevance & Impact

Results and insights from the case Model Farm in Donomadé
In an iterative process of participatory workshops, the visualizing of their re-
sults created different physical tools that describe the components of the 
farms ecosystem (Fig. 4). The symbolic language developed serves to play the 
location, time and provides different stakeholders an entry point to abstract 
concepts.
In a context of low educational level and strong hierarchical orders, the focus 
of life lies in the here and now. People show very little self-initiative, the ex-
pression of one’s opinion is not common. Participation requires different orga-
nization and criteria. To generate insights, a prototype that provides a basis 
for discussion is indispensable. For the stimulation of an idea, various options 
with  connections to the real context have to be presented. Processes must be 
accessible to participants and have to be introduced step by step. Therefore, 
workshops and visualization tools are seen as instruments to promote a recip-
rocal learning process and deepening mutual understanding. The tools embed 
a long term oriented process of the Farm development as components that add 
the visual and haptic level of information exchange. The addressed topics are 
deeply rooted in society and the effects will be take time to evolve.  

Transfer of insights and the expandable card set
The reflection of the insights of behind the work in Togo led to the develop-
ment of a card set for the intercultural communication. It is seen as a starting 
point of an expandable catalogue of cards, that can be reviewed and further 
developed with time. The card set can also be used as an exchange instrument 
for people in a similar context or for joint exploration and discussion of a prob-
lem. The set consists of four categories of cards: The Case Cards, that de-
scribe the context, organization and the intention of the project; The Problem 
Cards, that serve to explore the problem context and set a focus; The Factor 
Cards, that support further exploration of the levels of impact of the problem; 
and the Action Cards that describe methodological approaches in the context 
of communication. 
Fictive testing with people from a related context show their potential for the 
exploration and planing of a project, as well as an exchange tool to visualize 
and discuss problems and strategies within a team. The cards also help check 
whether the methodological approach take into account the relevant key fac-
tors. I have consciously chosen a physical and haptic tool that, on the one 
hand, promotes interaction of different stakeholders, but on the hand is also 
easy to use in the explored context. 

Outlook
Through my experience in the context of development cooperation I saw that 
design with its visual, haptic, and participatory levels has a role to play among 
other disciplines and has opened up an interesting field of activity for de-
signers. In order to complete and test further concepts on the Model Farm of 
Donomadé, search for financial support will be needed a topic. Therefore the 
projects stage will be presented at the Peak Foundation, who supported the 
thesis project, and showed interest in it’s further development.
Through the research of serious game in the development context, a con-
tact with the Group of Forest Management and Development (ForDev) at ETH 
Zürich led to an application process for a research grant with the ETH Zürich, 
the University of Lomé, the team around the Model Farm of Donomadé, and me 
as a Designer. At a surcharge, this provides the possibility to deepen my expe-
rience in multidisciplinary collaboration and contribute to the development of a 
a table game.

Carmen Blättler

VI
SU

A
LI

ZA
TI

O
N

S/
 T

O
O

LS
IN

TE
RA

C
TI

O
N

 /
 C

O
M

M
U

N
IT

A
C

TI
O

N

KIDS ATELIER
Graphic documentation of the 
farmtour experience

WORK DAY ATELIER
Comprehension test of the 
children’s documentation 
drawings 

OBSERVATION 
Deepening knowledge through 
observation and exchange 
with the farm team

WORK DAY ATELIER
Discussion and erosion of a 
symbol based on the proto-
types

CASE CARDS
Definition of the 
context and the 
goal of the case

PROBLEM CARDS
Observation of the 
projects focus and 
challenges

CO-DESIGN
Empty cards to 
add aspects

FACTOR CARDS
Exploration of 
the social com-
ponents 

Localization of 
work and organi-
zation of cultiva-
tion areas

Local organization 
of the cultivation 
systems

Positioning of the 
different objects 
on a land plot and 
planing of the 
harvest

Marking of re-
sponsible for the 
completion of a 
task

Selection of ob-
jects of cultivation 

Prioritisation of 
tasks

Marking of re-
sponsibility

Planing of the cul-
tivation free from 
connection to a 
specific location

Organization of 
the workforce in 
terms of time

Organization and 
abstraction of the 
symbols

Time planning of 
works 

Understanding 
the interaction 
of the plants and 
cultures within the 
system

Allocation of the 
different com-
ponents of the 
ecosystem for an 
optimal interac-
tion

Understanding 
of the role in the 
ecosystem of the 
farm 

Understanding of 
timing along the 
order required 
to support the 
ecosystem of the 
farm

Time planing of 
cultivation and 
work along the 
year

Visual story of the 
ecosystem and 
components along 
the drawings of 
the children

ACTION CARDS
Methods for deepen-
ing and observation of 
topics 

Reference to docu-
mentation of work 
on FeMoDo

Questions to reflect 
the problem con-
text

Questions to explore 
and share observa-
tions

TOOL PRESENTATION
Presentation of a participatory 
model and opening of the test 
phase

WORK DAY ATELIER
Observation of use and gener-
al feedback from users

WORK DAY ATELIER
Active observation and de-
scription of the symbols pro-
vide insights into the under-
standing

WORK DAY ATELIER
Active description and pan-
tomime of the villagers for 
the adaptation of the unclear 
symbols 

WORKING DAY ATELIER
In time visualization and direct 
feedback loop with the partici-
pants of the workshop

ELABORATION
Development of a proposal 
for the implementation of the 
general user feedback

ELABORATION 
Development of symbol pro-
posals based on feedback and 
observation

ELABORATION
Conversion of the feedback 
and correction of the symbols

CATEGORIZATION
Categorization as a possibility  
to improve the accessability 
and organization of the sym-
bols 

ABSTRACTION
With regard to transferability, 
the examination of abstraction 
and basic design rules takes 
place
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FARMTOUR
Inspiration and observation 
of the farm together with the 
farm manager

3 Diagramm of the iterative working process of symbol development
4 Developed tools in the context of the ecosystem of the Model Farm 
of Donomadé and concepts of transferable tools for a similar context.
5 The transferable card set and description of its components.
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WHO?
RESPONSIBILITY
Representation of the 
persons in charge and 
the division of their 
responsibilities

WHERE?
LOCATION
Three dimensional represen-
tation of the farm’s terrain, 
parcelling and location of 
fixed installations

HOW?
CULTIVATION SYSTEM
Alignment of the com-
ponents and illustration 
of their complementary 
functions

WHY?
ECOSYSTEM
Representation of the farms compo-
nents, its interconnections and nutrient 
cycles

LOCAL OUTPUT FEMODO

TRANSFERABLE OUTPUT TO 
SIMILAR PROJECTS IN THE 
AFRICAN CONTEXT

PICTURE BOOK 
Representation of the farm’s 
ecosystem through the eyes 
of the kids 

SEASON CALENDAR
Representation of the seasonal 
organization of the works and cul-
tivation 

CATEGORIZATION SYSTEM
Grouping of the symbols along 
categories and simplification of 
the content

CULTIVATION PLAN
Representation of single plots 
to plan the cultivation and 
harvest throughout the year

WHEN?
TIME
Schedule to organize 
timing of works along 
the week and check of 
completion

WHAT?
SYMBOLS 
Symbolic language that illustrates the 
tasks, plants and crops of the farms 
ecosystem to be used for organization, 
planing and support of communication


