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Abstract This article explores the effects of committing to collectivitywhen considering the role

of mundane and strategic work in cultivating a powerful action space for design research, par-

ticularly design for social change, with indigenous communities in the Ecuadorian Amazon.

We reflect on the process and advanced results of an ongoing design intervention that aims to

collaboratively design a system of pictograms for popular education processes, supporting the

strengthening of identity and the creation of politicized spaces for education and action with

and for the youth of indigenous nationalities, their communities and organizations, part of a

regional indigenous movement.The project began by joining efforts with young student repre-

sentatives from different Amazonian nationalities who were motivated by their need to make

visible and denounce how the COVID-19 pandemic harshly deepened historical structural re-

strictions on access to higher education for indigenous peoples.The impact of COVID-19 on in-

digenous nationalities in the Amazon helps us address theway inwhich historical intertwined

inequalities reflect in socio-environmental multi-crises in the region.

The focus of this article is the histories of collective effort that underpin the design interven-

tion.Through this focus, we argue that spaces formundane and strategic work, explored before

with citizen-designer or user-designer communities, hold vital potential for tangible, practi-

cal effects in grappling with the immediate and long-term needs of historically marginalized

communities facingmulti-crises and occupying contexts of oppression.Thus, we explore expe-

riences where sustaining transitions between designing together and taking roles across levels

of involvement with the latter, allow all of us to try out various forms of knowledge and skills

building, critical understanding, and connection to reality.We thenweave together the experi-

ences outlinedwith reflections on two effects of committing to collectivity in collaborative design

with indigenous communities: (1) more-than-academic encounters with communities and (2)

redistribution of participation related to knowledge, production, and burdens.

Author keywords commitment to collectivity; mundane and strategic work; participatory de-

sign; indigenous communities
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202 Chapter 3 / Crisis and Communities

1. Introduction

In its attention to social change, design research has increasingly problematized

ways of approaching inclusive and equitable collaboration (e.g., Light and Akama,

2014; Hodson et al., 2023). In particular, encounters with realities beyond those of

the Global North and its prevailing neoliberal capitalist economy have prompted

active pursuit of more meaningful engagement with diverse communities, facing

complex challenges. The field’s connection to social change has involved link-

ing work with the peripheries and contexts of oppression in the world’s various

Souths—focusing on issues such as empowering indigenous peoples (Laiti 2021;

Borzenkova et al. 2021), confronting neo-colonialism in our methods (Barcham,

2019), resistance and emancipation (Batista e Silva, 2023), support for vulnerable

populations’ agency (Gautam and Tatar, 2020), and sustainable social innovation

against the backdrop of global-local tensions (Fuad-Luke, 2009). While challeng-

ing the dominant perspectives and the related design processes and products

has brought diverse voices and experiences into designing for social change and

has broadened out from traditional approaches to facilitation and participation

(e.g., Papanek, 1973; Margolin and Margolin, 2002), the necessary critical trans-

formation requires more. As historically excluded communities and territories

continue to feel the impact of dominant structures of power and dispossession,

bound up with multiple crises, we find it crucial to continue challenging the ways

in which the various approaches and positionalities can either assist or counteract

asymmetric/extractive research relationships.

Tackling this issue necessitates orienting the collaboration for social change to-

ward the perspective of diverse communities more strongly: asking which spaces

in our collaborative efforts are dedicated primarily to directly addressing both the

immediate and the long-term needs of each community we work with, as opposed

to catering to academic or design demands.We argue that taking into account and

makingvisible those spacesof collective action that areoftenoverlooked inacademic

circles helps everyone involved touncover opportunities for thedesign interventions

to transcend the academic sphere further and engage with complex, multifaceted

realities.

This attention within the realm of participatory design requires a nuanced un-

derstanding of what some have called mundane and strategic work: all kinds of work

necessary to make collaborative design function and render design methods effec-

tive in real-world projects (Hyysalo and Hyysalo, 2018; Botero et al., 2020). To cap-

ture the range ofmundanework in collaborative design,Hyysalo andHyysalo (2018)

cite co-ordinatingworkshop spaces,findingparticipants,organizingmaterials, and

estimating what can be achieved in a specific time, and all other activities that can

be seen—or not even—as lowbrow design, such as data analysis, secretarial work,

handling recruitment, and keeping the work spaces in order. The work of strate-
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gizing collaboratively, on the other hand, entails attending to how collaborative de-

sign can serve purposes beyond design itself. In their account, this often involves

integrating design participation with marketing, handling public and stakeholder

relations, and implementing organizational changes. Considering collaborative de-

sign’smundane and strategic efforts alike can yield greater insight as towhat it takes

to sustain projects related to the corporate, public, and third sector onmultiple time

scales and ensure the infrastructure also for peer-to-peer open-design initiatives.

Considering concrete results in this context, Botero et al. (2020) have emphasized

how these efforts translate into design methods and outcomes. Applying a mun-

dane- and strategic-work lens when examining citizen-designer or user-designer

communities has led to enhanced services, opportunities for democratic engage-

ment, better user experiences, andmore distributed design.

Examining mundane and strategic work in collaborative design research not

only acknowledges but also amplifies the importance of the spaces where nuanced

phenomena and alignments essential for those engaged in the design process

emerge. Inspired by this awareness, we have identified a valuable opportunity in

using this lens to examine collaboration with indigenous communities, beyond the

most prominent sectors of society.This tool should shed greater light on mundane

and strategic conditions’ permeation of design research in other settings. There is

much we can learn from communities that while facing conditions of oppression,

safeguard their knowledges and build organizational capacities to resist it. In these

contexts, wherein designers directly collaborate with oppressed communities,

can support their participation in citizenship processes and challenging power

structures woven into state and global hegemonic systems—contexts that exhibit a

mounting need for establishing a “stronger tie between explicit participatorymeth-

ods and capacitating the user community to design for itself” (Botero and Hyysalo,

2013). Here, we recognize mundane and strategic work’s links to infrastructure

and infrastructuring —the social, material, and technical practices, resources,

and arrangements crucial for the long-term reproduction of design efforts. The

concept of infrastructure has been explored in participatory and social design from

various perspectives (Karasti, 2014; Hillgren et al., 2011; Crabu andMagaudda, 2018,

to name a few); however, mundane and strategic work provide explicit insight,

aiding the understanding of collective action spaces in and out the design process.

Spaces that could enable people involved in a design process to develop the tools

and knowledge necessary to sustain—or keep sustaining—acts of resistance and

the reproduction of life otherwise, surpassing the infrastructure of the design, in

contexts of designing for social change.

This article explores the effects of committing to collectivity, when considering

the role of mundane and strategic work in cultivating a powerful action space for

design research with historically marginalized communities, (indigenous commu-

nities, part of a regional social movement).Commitment to collectivity involves a deep
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204 Chapter 3 / Crisis and Communities

exploration of mechanisms for meaningful involvement within community-based

production, and is one of four interrelated emerging commitments for collaborative

design fromthemargins: visibility, sustainment, tensions,andcollectivity (seePinto

et al., 2022). In practice, commitment to collectivity involves continuously infras-

tructuring the design research to respond to and reciprocate with themarginalized

communities’ histories of collective work—knowledge sets and practices of resis-

tance as tools of counteracting dominant structures—that underpin and inform the

research collaboration.This approach is learned from the communal processes that

shape Indigenous communities, where the social entrenchment of collective prior-

ities asserts their lifeways amidst the structural oppression of imperial modernity

and liberal individualism (Simpson et al., 2024; CONAIE 1994; 2012). It guides de-

sign processes toward distributed action, with the research community striving to

act as a collective.Hereparticipant relationships are principally definednot in terms

of users and designers but, rather, as co-researchers committing to multifaceted,

multi-engagement actions.

We focus on this commitment as it illuminates how sustaining mundane and

strategic work in research settings involving designing with indigenous communi-

ties and socialmovements couldhelp redistributeparticipation inknowledgegener-

ation, production processes, and research responsibilities and burdens.This redis-

tribution in participation strives to guide design research efforts toward support-

ing resistance processes and critically counteracting the reproduction of inequali-

ties through concrete actions, in settings that differ to corporate, public or civic, and

contexts of the Norths.We argue that frequently neglected spaces formundane and

strategic work, while hard to incorporate into the prevailing academic narratives,

hold vital potential for tangible, practical effects in grappling with the immediate

and long-term needs of communities facingmulti-crises and occupying contexts of

oppression.

The empirical foundation for our argument is formed by the authors’ work on

collective research and design of a system of pictograms with indigenous youth,

communities and organizations in the context of the Ecuadorian Amazon.The pic-

tograms (see appendix A) were used to building own representation resources and

making visible different ways of marginalisation from university and education,

that indigenous students experience, particularly deepened in times of multicrisis.

For this article, the focus is not on the pictograms as semiotic or communicational

tools, or as a part of participatory design methodology, as these aspects have been

extensively explored in otherwork (see Pinto, Julier,Tapia, et al., 2023; Pinto,Botero,

& Julier, 2024). Instead, attention is directed towards the collective efforts that in-

frastructured the design intervention, and the political interdependencies evolving

around the design of the pictograms.This shift is crucial for understanding and sus-

taining processes and work parallel to or beyond design research for social change,

as these efforts created spaces for maturing professional skills, expanding indige-
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nous leadership competences, and reactualizing situated knowledge and practices,

connected to long-term necessities of the collective. Thus, we centered on this ap-

proach as it encouraged all of us involved to explore various forms of knowledge

and skill-building, which, in turn, offer opportunities to further advance our crit-

ical tools to contest prevailing complex realities.

To establish some background for understanding our positioning and design

intervention, here, we introduce education in multicrisis times in the Ecuadorian Ama-

zon.The Amazon region is situated at a confluence of multiculturality, biodiversity,

and inequality.The region is home to various indigenous communities andmestizo

populations, encompassing 11 indigenous nationalities. Spread over 120,000 km2, it

constitutes almost half of Ecuador’s mainland. Despite its biodiversity and natural

wealth, the region faces challenges due to extensive resource extraction, primarily

oil. This contradiction between environmental richness and economic exploitation

creates complex inequalities (Arsel et al.,2019). In this region, indigenous communi-

ties face limited access to vital services due to their economic disadvantages within

the nation. Simultaneously, their territories and social resources face continuous

damage, exacerbating their challenges for social and economic reproduction. This

situation compels indigenous youth and their communities to navigate both histor-

ical and emergingmulti-crises to access education, especially at the university level.

Despite government efforts to address the demands of the indigenous move-

ment, such as integrating the Plurinationality concept and Buen Vivir principle into

the Constitution, which helped establish the right to Intercultural Bilingual Educa-

tion throughout the national public education system, challenges persist for indige-

nous university students.These challenges stem from the struggle to assimilate into

knowledge structures rooted in urban contexts and influenced by the global Anglo-

European paradigm ((Pinto, Barriga, Machoa & Minoia, 2023; Hernández Loeza,

2016), where specific social and economic privileges are required, leading to a dis-

connection from their languages, cultures, and communitarian ways of doing and

knowing.This disconnection exacerbates existing disparities and marginalization,

especially in times of crises, like the pandemic.An article co-authoredby indigenous

youth (Pinto et al., 2021) highlighted intertwined emergency and structural condi-

tions, criticizing inadequate pandemic responses hindering virtual schooling due

to factors such as geographical remoteness, mobility issues, unstable connectivity,

limited technology access, unequal resource distribution and cultural exclusion.Be-

yond the immediate crisis, indigenous students, communities, and organizations

continuously seek justice through creative political-educational actions, enhancing

protestmechanisms and tools, and sustaining organizational and decision-making

spaces. Access to education with a decolonizing focus emerges as a vital resistance

pathway, empowering these communities to challenge and reshape their living con-

ditions (Walsh, 2009; Arias-Gutierrez & Minoia, 2023). This struggle goes beyond

mere inclusion, focusing on non-formal education and the development of univer-
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sity proposals alignedwith knowledges and practices of each nationality, supported

by appropriated resources (Pinto and Nango, 2021).

Against this background, our design practices and learnings are shaped by

the context of the indigenous movement and resistance in the Ecuadorian Amazon. This

framing serves to clarify and acknowledge the rich histories, knowledge systems,

and practices of resistance that support our design intervention. Indigenous re-

sistance takes diverse forms, affirming indigenous identity and propelling social

change through dynamic channels. These efforts are intricately linked to specific

political actions facilitated by indigenous organizations, as highlighted by Quijano

et al. (2014). In the Amazon region, indigenous nationalities engage in resistance

to safeguard their territories and ways of life, often in opposition to both local and

transnational neoliberal interests.

Indigenous communities navigate oppressive conditions while fortifying their

organizational strength.Ecuador’s indigenousmovement,arguably themost robust

and influential in Latin America (Yashar, 2005), exemplifies this resistance.Through

highly effective mobilization and organizational capabilities, the movement ac-

tively participates in significant dialogues in areas such as policy development,

Intercultural Bilingual Education, and institutional design. These engagements

are geared toward driving change across multiple levels, embodying a profound

connection between organizations’ leaderships and grassroots everyday experi-

ences. The movement is grounded in a communitarian societal structure, where the

community—elders, children, young people, and family members—are actively

encouraged to participate in different levels of society, and territory is included as a

social being (CONAIE, 1994; 2012).The organizational structure facilitates dialogue

not only within the pluricultural indigenous context but also with other mestizo

or northern contexts. These particular ways of doing and knowing of indigenous

nationalities opened for us a collective understanding of with what and where to

practise, preserve, and revitalize political, economic, social, and cultural systems

(Pinto, Botero, & Julier, 2024).

In the following sections, we begin by presenting our design intervention to

briefly introduce our methodology, and center on the people and the organizations

involved. Subsequently, we elaborate on results of the experiences of mundane

and strategic work related to our pictogram-design process, highlighting how

committing to collectivity gains expression in this specific setting and context. In

the discussion section, we weave together the experiences outlined with reflections

on two effects of committing to collectivity in collaborative design with indige-

nous communities: (1) more-than-academic encounters with communities and (2)

redistribution of participation related to knowledge, production, and burdens.

We conclude by reflecting on the ways in which these effects respond to the ‘long

emergency’ by sustaining spaces of collective action amid design and beyond it.
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2. Emergencia de Educación en la Amazonía: Designing and
Researching with Indigenous Amazonian Nationalities

Emergencia deEducación en laAmazonía (Education Emergency in the Amazon)—EEA,

is an ongoing participatory design intervention that began in 2020. It was driven by

the efforts of theConfederation of IndigenousNationalities of theEcuadorianAma-

zon, or Confeniae, and university students representing Amazonian nationalities

present in the region. Their motivation was to bring attention to and criticize how

the response to COVID-19 significantly exacerbated historical structural barriers to

higher education access for indigenous peoples.The project thus revolves around a

research collective, consisting of youth co-researchers, indigenous leaders, and com-

munities from each nationality, with support from Confeniae education leader and

a design researcher connected to the indigenous movement. Initially, the interven-

tion focused on collaboratively designing a pictogram system for popular education

and communication processes to support identity strengthening (Pinto and Botero,

2021; Pinto, Botero, & Julier, 2024). However, as the process evolved and in response

to the collective’s research needs, the project organically expanded its practices to

sustain politicized spaces for education and action involving youth of indigenous

nationalities, their communities and organizations.

The groundwork included collecting data on education in the Amazon (in Febru-

ary–December 2021) in the course of designing and discussing various versions of

pictograms (between January 2021 andOctober 2022).The resulting pictograms and

data have been used for visual resources (see Appendix B), which have already sup-

ported political-communication practices that utilize multiple channels to address

issues related to the pandemic and extending beyond it. We anticipate that these

resources will support broader advocacy initiatives as time unfolds, as the research

collective’s ongoing exploration of knowledge and skill-building forms has allowed

us to reflect on and address underlying systemic issues.

This supposes management of two overlapping timelines: in the first timeline,

prompt actions and reflections responded to the emergency between2020 and2021,

where design research focused on delineating, validating, and sustaining spaces of

connection and action, while producingmaterials together. In the second timeline,

which started with the project’s inception, extended research and practice are ori-

ented towards responding to the ‘long emergency’.Here, the research collective fur-

ther nurtures and sustains action spaces. The research design is oriented towards

adapting to new scenarios and generating necessary resources (cultural, social and

economic) to sustain the project in the long term, while simultaneously activating

and disseminating the materials produced.

Empirical work has been carried out over more than 34 months in the Ecuado-

rianAmazonby thefirst author.Theprojectbuilt thebodyofgroundingdata through

workshops, meetings, interviews, and an ethnographic field diary, all anchored in
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ongoing action research that has involved coordinating the pictograms’ participa-

tory design, finding resources, engaging in mentoring, and building connections.

Additionally, a considerable proportion of the data takes the form of text messages

and voice-message (WhatsApp) exchanges, on account of the co-researchers’ loca-

tions spread across diverse Amazon-region territories. In the various activities, the

co-researchers in this research collective shift in their levels of centrality within the

overall project; we elaborate on this in the next section.

3. Mundane and Strategic Work in Collective Pictogram Design
for Resistance

In the EEA component of the resistance efforts, committing to collectivity stimu-

lated all participants in the collaboration process to act as subjects of action, simul-

taneously nurturing a paradigm of strengthening particular capabilities in connec-

tion with a felt need for concerted responses that counteract the inequality knots

affecting indigenous Amazonian students. For real-world design practice, this fo-

cus on collectivity as a source of strength guided the project’s efforts to effect social

change,which requiredall participants to travel across various levels of involvement.

For example, the first author, Nathaly Pinto, is an Ecuadorian communication

designerandresearcherofmestizoheritagewhoworksbetweenEcuadorandFinland

alongside indigenous youth and organizations to bring greater visibility to their

struggles while creating spaces of deliberation and learning. She acts as a graphic

designer (e.g., illustrating drawings and explanations of young co-researchers that

transform into pictograms) and project co-ordinator, a role she has filled ever since

helping establish the project (e.g., strategizing design actionswith indigenous lead-

ers), while also undertaking mundane and strategic activities (e.g., filing meeting

notes and drafting administrative documents) and acting as an ally or compañera

(e.g., performing caring work and enacting reciprocal relations with youth co-re-

searchers and leadership bodies). Moving between roles has helped her to respond

to the collective’s immediate as well as long-term needs, while also permitting her

to take a step back when other co-researchers lead certain activities.

The second author, Efrén Nango, is an Ecuadorian-Shiwiar environmental

engineer whose responsibility for education leadership at Confeniae—serving in

2020–2023— encompasses the entire Amazonian region. His work there involves

revaluation of indigenous knowledge and the development of skills to sustain it

among leaders and grassroots members of various Amazonian communities. Ever

since he helped initiate the project, he has supported it through expertise in socio-

economic environmental development of Amazonian nationalities and purposeful

leadership while simultaneously acting as an indigenous leader (e.g., strategizing

and guiding the project to represent indigenous organizations’ and peoples’ collec-
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tive decisions). His multi-level efforts include undertaking mundane and strategic

work (recruiting youth co-researchers, arranging encounters with organizations,

etc.). His motivating influence (encouraging and supporting the co-researchers,

sustaining an alliance relationship with the first author, etc.) has been particularly

important, and extensive knowledge of the history of the territory and communities

has played a crucial role in connecting the youth co-researchers and their work to

indigenous organizations and their struggles.

Likewise, the youth co-researchers take on the role of young indigenous leaders,

holding assemblies with their communities and articulating the project’s aims,

while simultaneously acting as intercultural researchers who write field diaries,

gather data in their respective territories and languages, and translate the infor-

mation for the rest of the group. Among their mundane and strategic actions are

registering attendance at assemblies and drafting meetings’ agendas. Their work

of sustaining dialogue in their territories and with the communities was crucial

for understanding what to represent through the pictograms, and they continue

to enrich the refinement of the research infrastructure—for more reciprocal ac-

tivities and better responding to young students’ needs and capacities—with their

experience.

These transitions between roles and across levels of involvement distributed the

learning and skill-building, whether during our design processes or at times when

we were not designing but acting collectively in other ways. On the one hand, col-

lectivity redefined designers’ role of ‘facilitator of community development’; co-re-

searchers became subjects of action and participants in the learning experience.

On the other hand, it accentuated the significance of mundane and strategic tasks.

These became acknowledged as opportunities for collective thinking about where

to reproduce tangible, practical capabilities. In turn, we progressively learn to bet-

ter identify actions that are able to address immediate and long-term community

needs while connecting to political-educational needs.

To start building the research collective,wehad to reachuniversity studentswho

could express the nature and extent of the education emergency. For this process,

inclusion of all nationalities represented by the confederation alongside outreach

to distant communities, would prove vital. To recruit youth co-researchers, Efrén

commenced voice-messaging-based consulting with leaders from all nationalities’

organizations, who, in turn, began discussions with the communities in their terri-

tories.TheAmazon’s territorial dispersionofnationalities and irregular connectivity

already encouraged asynchronous communication via platforms such asWhatsApp,

sohewasable to adaptwell-establishedbut complexpracticesof communitarianism

accordingly.Activation throughpartial virtuality establisheddialogue to linkdiverse

grassroots worlds for deciding together. Thus, the system of youth co-researchers

was established: indigenous communities nominated a student to represent each
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nationality, they informed first and second author accordingly, and joint work with

the young people began.

Through this mundane task of recruiting youth co-researchers, we shaped our

methods to utilize the limited resources available creatively for data collection, anal-

ysis, and collective decision-making. This work has informed the ongoing design

of the pictograms. We developed methods that focus on indigenous youth co-re-

searchers collecting data and sharing informationwith their nationalities in the ter-

ritories in tandemwith collaborationwith the authors.Our practice for implement-

ing those methods has emphasized community-driven design, facilitated by a par-

tial-virtuality approach. The early strategy, which entailed such actions as estab-

lishing a monthly stipend for helping mitigate technical disparities (such as issues

posed by Internet expenses), ensured that all students could collect and share data

under similar technical conditions. For our project, this approach allowed us to sus-

tain the research process in amanner that avoided reinforcing asymmetric relation-

ships.Simultaneously, it contributed tomeeting students’ immediate needs (mainly

for access to virtual classes during the pandemic) and was aligned with their long-

term objectives.

Once eachnationality had reached consensus on its respective pictogramdesign

and a final version emerged, it had to be presented to a national regional assem-

bly for an official validation decision. As an education leader, Efrén placed the pic-

tograms and access to higher education on theConfeniaeAnnual Regional Assembly

agenda. In the lead-up to the assembly, youth co-researchers (serving as spokesper-

sons), with Nathaly co-ordinating, collaboratively planned the presentation in ac-

cordance with indigenous-movement procedures. The planning process, which in-

volved multiple Zoom meetings, was not restricted to this single task, however. It

encompassed arranging transport for participants from their respective territories

to the assembly location in the central Amazon, creating materials to support the

presentation, discussing conventions related to traditional clothing and face-paint-

ing, and participating actively in the entire event.

Through these strategic actions for socialization of knowledge andmaterials, the

pictograms were officially validated and shared widely with regional and national

indigenous leadership groups and grassroots representatives (as the assembly’s res-

olutions attest; see Confeniae, 2022). This action opened a space for discourse for

youth co-researchers to speak out as advocates for resistance, fuelled by identity and

representation and to denounce the violation of indigenous students’ rights by re-

ferring to both personal experience and the data they had collected and presented to

indigenous leaders (Figure 1). Furthermore, the project continues to sustain a space

cohering around the design process that extends beyond the purposes of design in

its own right: one rich with connections between young people and their nationali-

ties’ communities, organizations, and extendedpresence to their associated territo-

ries.This high- and low-level work, to develop skills and knowledge that strengthen
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thenationalities’ institutional capacity, takes into account that youth taking on lead-

ership roles is a direct reflection of healthy community/territorial democracy and

strong organizational footing (Pinto &Martínez, 2022).

Figure 1: Shakira Yumbo, Ai’Kofán co-researcher; YankuamWampash, Shuar co-researcher;

and Lizbeth Tánguila, Kichwa co-researcher; presenting pictograms and data on access to ed-

ucation for Amazonian nationalities to regional and national indigenous leaders and grass-

roots representatives. Confeniae Annual Regional Assembly (October 28, 2022). Source:

Archive of the project.

4. Effects of Mundane and Strategic Work when Designing
with Indigenous Communities

The experiences outlined above, in conjunction with numerous others, affirm the

importance of mundane and strategic actions in facilitating sustainable collabora-

tive design and corresponding methods that contribute to real-life projects (Botero

et al., 2020). Our project in the context of collaborative design with historically

marginalized communities (Pinto et al., 2022) demonstrates well how these actions

can translate into spaces for deliberation and for learning where it is possible to

accompany and contribute to ongoing processes of resistance. Such spaces afford

critical dialogue that can exhibit concrete effects far beyond the design itself:
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a. More- than- academic encounters with communities

Commitment to collectivity, in interdependence withmundane and strategic tasks,

nurtures a continuous connection to the day-to-day life of the research collective.

This underscores the potent social conditions of production involved—mirroring

the pragmatic and affective ties between politically organized indigenous commu-

nities (Simpson et al., 2024). One example became visible in the course of collab-

oratively preparing the Confeniae Annual Regional Assembly presentation of data

on access to higher education and validation of pictograms. Such processes require

young researchers to learn of or further connect to indigenous organizations deci-

sion-making spaces. Drafting the agenda of the presentation compeled the design

researcher to ground academic vocabulary in real-life contexts.This occurs, for ex-

ample, as students question the need to use the term ʻstructural marginalizationʼ,

and share how they experience it.These collective actions, which go beyond the de-

velopment of a lexicon connected to life in nationalities’ territories, have later man-

ifestations. For instance, they prompted post-Zoom-meeting conversations to dis-

cuss the futurewith youth co-researchers soon to graduate andWhatsAppmessages

sharing updates on how indigenous leaders and communitieswere faring during an

18-day national strike in 2022 (see following whatsapp group dialogue excerpt).

Excerpt fromwhatsapp group dialogue, 14–19 June 2023

Yankuam: Greetings compañeros, in the south [of the Amazon region] we have joined the na-

tional strike. I hope everyone is well.

Nathaly: How is everybody?

Royer:We continue, here in the struggle at Shell [at the center of the Amazon region]

Efrén: Strength youth!. Let’s all unite to defend rights.

Shakira:That’s why we are protesting: to defend our rights.The strike [...] is to respond to the

needs that the people have [North of the Amazon region].

The cumulative mundane and strategic effort creates spaces in which each par-

ticipant can engage with nodes of every other’s experiences and knowledge of a

shared yet distinct reality. The resulting holistic setting affords the challenging

of traditional assumptions under which encounters are centered on data-based

sympathetic knowledge-gathering that serves mainly design outputs.Thus, it sup-

ports striving at the same time for profound,more-than-academic encounters with

communities. Even more than cooperation, this collaboration in and out of design

research facilitates collective development of knowledge, resources and care—en

masse—to counteract dominant structures. ‘In’ the design project, pictograms were

created, extensive data was gathered, and we had experienced positive outcomes

from the design research production. ‘Out’ of the design project, when planning

presentations for assemblies, indigenous youth were actively empowered to criti-
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cally occupy decision-making spaces in indigenous organizations. They reflected

on political positions when establishing lexicons; redirected the project when dis-

cussing the future of young indigenous professionals; and struggled together when

supporting during a strike, and other collective actions to guarantee collective

rights. In the latter, encounters focusing on the relationships intertwined by the

research collective, rather than the needs and time frames of the design project,

help us nurture, coalesce, and grow communitarian sensibilities, organizational

capacities, and a solidary social fabric. These more-than-academic encounters

address the social and political needs of the research community and linked in-

digenous communities and organizations, to the extent in which they lay organic

foundations for sustained social change effects of the research process and practice

in spaces and through relationships not regulated by the central collaborative design

project.

b. Redistribution of participation related to knowledge, production, and burdens

When committing to collectivity, mundane and strategic work highlight the so-

cial relations within research and the spaces where yields—such as knowledge

and products—and burdens—such as emotional labor, time commitment, and

effort—are redistributed (Pinto, Julier, & Tapia, 2023). For example, when prepar-

ing to establish our collective, Efrén observed that resources and opportunities

were typically concentrated among larger nationalities or in territories closer to

Confeniae’s headquarters in the central Amazon. This awareness prompted us to

reach out to all nationalities, especially minority ones, and cover all parts of the

region —decisions partly sustained through the distribution of funding, prioritiz-

ing this decision. Through the mundane task of recruitment, Efrén created space

for nationalities and territories with fewer opportunities to participate, a space

continuously activated in other moments of the research. Another example is the

co-researchers’ proposal for bi-monthly videoconferences, where we reviewed our

work, reflected on it, and planned our next steps.This strategic task created a space

to discuss the future with youth co-researchers who, between 2020 and 2023, had

strengthened their professional skills and capabilities as indigenous spokespersons

and researchers through project activities and university studies. A subsequent

strategic task involved creating a database of indigenous professionals, presenting

research work and materials to civil society organizations working in the region,

and preparing young individuals, especially from minority nationalities, for work

in other projects across the Amazon.These newmundane and strategic tasks guide

actions to continuously transfer and reallocate research yields to the research col-

lective and their linked communities and territories. They align with the regional

indigenous movement’s efforts to strengthen the human talent and institutions

of Amazonian indigenous nationalities, enabling them to decide on projects that
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affect the sustainable use of their territories based on their worldview and ancestral

knowledge (Confeniae, 2023). Through this effort, knowledge and research produc-

tion could be further used as critical tools for communities to design for themselves

(Botero & Hyysalo, 2013), in the context of addressing socio-environmental multi-

crises in the region (see following field diary excerpt, and Figure 2).

Excerpt from Jeaneth’s field diary / 12 July 2023

First workshop. We begin with the presentation of each member. The youth of

Quijos [nationality] travelled from Archidona-Tena to Puyo (2 hours) and the youth

of Sapara [nationality] from Tarqui-Pastaza (25 minutes) […]. They expressed their

views about the pictogramworkshop. Both were nervous, […] because they thought

that designing their nationality [pictogram] would be easy but realized that even

the smallest details are important for each nationality. They were happy to share

their knowledge with everyone. […]. I remembered everything I did when I started

designing my nationality [pictogram]; I felt confident in myself.

Redistribution fostered by collectivity in mundane and strategic tasks, also guides

research actions to visibilize burdens connected and unrelated to sustaining the

research. This exercise facilitates managing and appropriating these burdens to-

gether, better responding to inequalities and systemic problems, the research col-

lective confronts. For example, to access Intercultural Bilingual Education, youth

mobilize between centralized universities and their territories, balancing roles as

members of a nationality and an intercultural university community.This situation

demands significant effort, time, and dual responsibilities, fostering unique inter-

cultural knowledge but potentially leading to community separation at times and

impacts on their wellbeing (Pinto et al., 2021). To redistribute this burden,we adapt

the research design to accommodate each youth researcher’s time and capabilities.

This involves transferring efforts to the project’s research design and coordination,

requiring substantial care and resources to expand the design project’s limits. Ad-

ditionally, we promoted dialogue ‘out’ of the design process to extend dedication of

time and care to collective well-being.
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Figure 2: JeanethMashian, Achuar co-researcher, autonomously incorporating pictogram

design into her role as an intern in Confeniae’s Plan de Implementación deMedidas y Ac-

ciones REDD+ project.This initiative focuses on the political-educational management of

forests, biodiversity, and territories of AmazonianNationalities, aimed at combating climate

change. (July 12, 2023) Source: Archive of the project.

These involved non-formal education spaces and direct conversations to ad-

dress concerns about the responsibilities and preoccupations of youth researchers

as spokespersons for their nationalities, aswell as challenges related to their student

lives, facilitated by design researcher or the Confeniae education leadership.

Effects of both mundane and strategic work when designing with indigenous

communities, draw attention to how we conceive and execute design interventions

for social change. Our approach and positioning, creates and sustains spaces for

collective action to tackle social issues and resist oppression together, taking these

spaces—that extend beyond academic infrastructures—as generators of construc-

tive tensions rather than limitations in design research (Figure 3).
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Figure 3: Effects of mundane and strategic work when designing with indigenous commu-

nities, organized and linked to an indigenous social movement, extending beyond academic

infrastructures. Adapted from “Figure 3. On interplay betweenmundane work and strate-

gic implications.” by Botero, Andrea, SampsaHyysalo, Cindy Kohtala, and JackWhalen.

“Getting Participatory Design Done: FromMethods and Choices to TranslationWork across

Constituent Domains” 14, no. 2 (2020, p. 5): 19.

However, it is important not to romanticize these effects sustained through the

research collective’s communal absorption of work, care, and tensions, to avoid ob-

scuring historical conditions of exclusion and injustice supported by wider struc-

tures of inequality (Pinto, Barriga, Machoa, & Minoia, 2023). While spaces for col-

lective action allow the research collective to build knowledge and skills, develop

critical understanding, and connect with reality—necessary for grounding design

research and practice for social change—they require significant effort to mobilize

resources and maintain alliances with communities, often conflicting with domi-

nant academic timelines and infrastructures. For example, participation by design

researchers yields immediate and mid-term tangible benefits, enhancing their so-

cial and economic capital and often leading to greater stability beyond the research

project. Achieving similar transitions toward change for communities requires al-

locating economic, social, and cultural capital, such as acknowledging indigenous

knowledge bearers without conventional titles.This redistribution is difficult to ob-

tain and sustain under current research funding policies, timelines, or objectives,

which need to be stretched. Thus, the effects of mundane and strategic work, sus-

tained through commitment to collectivity, contribute to ongoing resistance actions

for social change for indigenous communities and linked social movements as a

long-term goal. Commitment to collectivity and both mundane and strategic work
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can be essential in a bottom-up research strategy to address challenges, necessitat-

ing structural changes to further prevent asymmetric or extractive research dynam-

ics.

5. Conclusions

It is crucial for the youth of various communities and nationalities to keep

preparing ourselves to advocate for our territories […], to make visible how

indigenous communities and nationalities remain the most disadvantaged in

terms of education, health care, and basic necessities, irrespective of the fact

that the country’s wealth stems primarily from […] the Ecuadorian Amazon.

(Kichwa co-researcher Lizbeth Tánguila, speaking online from Napo, Ecuador,

at the EEA research collective’s bi-monthly meeting of 23 March 2022; data ID

L-Bi-Zoom2.)

At the time of writing this article, some of the conditions affecting students in the

wake of the pandemic had eased, yet intertwined socio-environmental inequalities

remain,perpetuating the ‘long emergency’.Using the lens ofmundaneand strategic

work in alignment with committing to collectivity for collaborative design from the

margins fostered vigilance and critical perspectives that extend beyond academic

interests anddemands, taking intoaccountbroader contexts andhistorical relations

in which the design intervention is sustained.

Our approach and positionality settled a different research and practice re-

lationship than previous mundane and strategic work in collaborative design

(Hyysalo & Hyysalo 2018; Botero et al. 2020), that resembles an interconnected

research collective more than a cooperating user-design or citizen-design com-

munity. It is worth noting that the latter, from a position woven into the various

sectors, undertake design to exercise citizens’ rights or enhance their user expe-

rience, while marginalized communities and social movements have histories of

systemic oppression that pose challenges to their equal and just participation in

society (UNICEF, Social Behaviour Change, 2024). Therefore, it proved impractical

and undesirable, if not impossible, for design collaboration with indigenous com-

munities, to separate research practices from historic and everyday life practices or

setting wider social change as achievable within the timeframe and boundaries of a

conventional design research intervention.

However, when tensions are addressed and challenged, incorporating the ex-

amination of mundane and strategic conditions’ possible influences on design re-

search, design for social change with indigenous communities can be enriched as a

way of pushing current research boundaries. Mundane and strategic tasks can aid

opening spaces for collective action that encourage all participants to experiment
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with different forms of knowledge and skill-building, with a grounding in every-

day concerns, to challenge the prevailing reality from its members’ unique vantage

points. Spaces for collective action function most effectively when they align with

a communitarian societal structure (CONAIE 1994; 2012), emphasizing collectivity

when designing from the margins (Pinto et al., 2022). In this context, spaces cul-

tivated through this connection can facilitate more-than-academic encounters with

communities and promote the redistribution of participation related to knowledge, pro-

duction, andburdens.These dynamics guide the research process towardnuanceddis-

tributed action,where the research collective takes roles across levels of involvement

that imply ’designing together’ for immediate issues and systemic horizons simul-

taneously, accompanying co-researchers to transition to design by communities. In

this framework, effects of mundane and strategic work with indigenous commu-

nities that are challenging to sustain, visualize, and incorporate into the prevailing

academic narratives can contribute to a collective history of resistance against dom-

inant structures, both within and beyond design projects.
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Appendices

Appendix A: Amazonian Nationalities of Ecuador Pictograms

Version 6.0 of pictograms of indigenous Amazonian nationalities of Ecuador.This is the

version of the work with students and their communities validated after going through an

official process of negotiation and public consultation with authorities and representatives

of nationalities. Quijos and Sapara pictograms are currently under development (see project

website Confenaie, 2022).
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Waorani nationality pictogram poster. Pictograms showcase representative elements related

to history, territory, rituals, medicine, food sovereignty, flora, fauna, and warrior knowledge.

A series of posters for each nationality pictogramwas designed as educational-communica-

tion tools, to further highlight the diverse languages and generations of knowledge involved in

the representations (see project website Confenaie, 2022).
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Appendix B: a sample of visual resources using pictograms

Pictograms as tools to draw attention to students’ struggles. An

infographic co-designed by Sabina Guerrero, Siona co-researcher,

showing that 92% of Siona young people between the ages of 18 and

29, after completing their secondary education, could not access

institutions of higher education during the pandemic.This info-

graphic was used in an article for an Amazonic magazine, written

by the collective to draw attention to students’ impacted conditions

during Covid (Pinto et al., 2021). Source: Archive of the project.
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