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Architects without borders, Indonesia My undergraduate thesis project



Somsook 
Boonyabancha





“How can we do this work as a career 
after we finish our graduate studies”

—unnamed student (paraphrasing) 



“Go home and find a way to do it where 
you’re from, not here in Thailand.”

—Somsook (again,paraphrasing) 





Ten years later…
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1. Ask for help
2. Use what we have
3. Change who we are
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Faith Acam, Uganda

Paulino Come, Mozambique
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Joaquina, Maputo City
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1. Ask for help
2. Use what we have
3. Change who we are

Maureen, Kenya

Faith, Uganda

Victor, Nigeria



The hard truth



What is fly-in fly-out design?



Extractive 
research

Short-term 
relationships

Project- or 
feature-based
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Project- or 
feature-based



MmmhQuantitative-only 
research

If you as Faith were born 
the same and I am even 
older than you, why can’t I 
do it? If Faith is driving her 
own car, why should I feel 
bad?

I even pray for that now 
that she knows me, one 
time she may help me and 
life goes on.

So that need 
hope?

Yes, it is the very first 
thing. We need to lift their 
hearts that everything is 
possible as long as you 
live

Extractive 
research

Two-way exchanges



Unclear objectives

Extractive 
research

Show subjects their 
value to the project

“Because there are NGOs that come, put us in 
groups and go and never comeback. These ar 
the ones we call briefcase NGOs. They collect 
our opinions; we don’t know whether they are 
going to get paid for our information. The 
person who invited the NGO is left to be 
blamed. And do not give promises that you 
cannot fulfill. If you give a promise you fulfill, 
they won’t trust you.”

— Community Health Volunteer, Kibera, Kenya



Guardedness 
and secrecy

Extractive 
research

Trust, openness and 
exchange of 
information

Samson and Joan in Kenya



An idea you’re trying 
to validate

Extractive 
research

A hypothesis you’re 
trying to disprove or 
assumptions you’re 
looking to shed 



Free

Extractive 
research

Fairly compensated 
for their time
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Transactional 
relationship

Short-term 
relationships

Ongoing sustained 
engagment



No follow-up

Short-term 
relationships

Build follow-up into the 
workplan at key decision 
making moments



No data integrity

Short-term 
relationships

User repository and 
GDPR compliance



Extractive 
research

Short-term 
relationships

Project- or 
feature-based



Working in isolation

Project- or 
feature-based

Building resilience 
through collaboration



Report-driven work

Project- or 
feature-based

Involve stakeholders in 
prototyping, product 
demonstrations, user 
feedback sessions, and 
celebrations



No documentation

Project- or 
feature-based

Build time for 
documentation into 
your workplan





Trust

Respect

Connection



Finally,
Get your whole 
organization involved



Thank you!


