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Abstract:  
 
1. Introduction 
 
 
Social Service Learning projects when applied to the learning-and-teaching design activities are  
normally constrained by academic semester period. “Parachuted solutions” are therefore proposed 
and result as unsustainable on-shot projects. Industrial Design Program at School of Architecture 
and Design, King Mongkut’s University of Technology Thonburi has seen our Social Service 
Learning in the form of the integration of academic courses. From 2017-2019, three courses of 
Industrial Design Program, both compulsory and elective, are designed to focus on one area-based 
community-engagement design project. Three courses, including Community Design, Industrial 
Design Studio and Design and Society, have provided registered students an opportunity to learn 
about social, political and economic issues that one small village along Myanmar/Thailand western  
borderline in Rachaburi Province called Borwee, has been facing. By using Design Thinking Pro-
cess, students have been encouraged to co-create solutions to those discovered problems with the 
locals.     
 
Due to several causes such as the political hardship and domestic battles since 1925, it appears 
that several ethnic groups from Myanmar, with Pga K’nyau, or ‘Karen’ as a major group, have 
been migrating to Thailand since then. They have settled in several provinces along western 
boarder line of Thailand from north to south including Rachburi, which is located 170km away  
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from Bangkok. Nowadays, Pga K’nyau people still travel back and forth illegally  between Thai-
land and Myanmar mainly to sustain both of their jobs and better quality of life in Thailand,  and 
to keep the connection with their families  in Myanmar. As a consequence, several Karen-based 
communities in Rachburi  are now facing  various political, socio cultural and economical chal-
lenges relating to  human right and citizenship, urbanism effect and living standard. The goal of 
this project which is continuously operated through  three courses is therefore to explore the alter-
native solutions and strategies that can create positive changes relating to those challenges by ap-
plying Design Thinking Process through out the research and design phases. The previous sheets 
displays circumstances, problems as well as  issues and assumptions that can be initially defined 
when the team of instructors conduct a preliminary field  research.   

 
 Course overview 
 
 

  
 
This paper will discuss about the course IND301/401 Collaborative Product Development which 
is deployed as a platform for Social Service Learning at Industrial Design Program, School of 
Architecture and Design , King Mongkut University of Technology Thonburi in 2018. This 4-
month-long compulsory course requires one day and a half in each week from students to 
participate. It is not the first design course that bring the conditions of the real community into 
consideration to be a course focus and  project briefing. Rather, it is one of the courses that tries 
to work with one community that other course have previously worked before. In order to form 
social service in the way that is characterised as ‘doing with community’(Ward, Kelly, 
Community-Centered Service Learning: Moving from Doing For to Doing with, 2012)for 
students to learn through community-engagement, it needs a great deal of understanding among 
involving agents: the learners, instructors and community members as well as an insightful 
background information of community. Therefore, this course is designed to be  continuing from 
other previous courses. For this course, there is a multi-nationality group of  9 students having 
registered. At the beginning, they are divided into sub-group to conduct the field research and 
after clearly consolidating their area of interest, they work on their own projects towards the end 
of the course. The diagram below show the line-up of the courses mapped with the phases. Each 
phase is identified with adapted Design Thinking Process.  
 
 
 
 

2017-2018 2018-2019 2019-2020 
PHASE 01 
Initiation 

PHASE 02 
Implementation 

PHASE 03 Exit 

Phase 01.1 Empathy Phase 01.2 
Design and Redefining 

02.1 
Design 
Validation 
(Testing 
Prototype) 

02.2 
Developing 
Prototype 

02.3 Prototype 
Implementation 

03.1 
Preparing 
to Exit 

03.2 
Monitoring 

A.Through Field Research A. Through In-Depth 
Research 

B. Through Conceptualising 
Ideas and Prototyping 

B. Through Conceptualising 
Ideas and Prototyping 
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2. Theoretical framework/literature review 
 
Based on human-Centred Design approach, Design Thinking Process, which is comprised of Em-
pathy, Define, Ideate, Prototype and Test(Kelly T. and Kelly D., Creative Confidence: Unleash-
ing the Creative Potential Within Us All, Currency New York, 2013),  has been applied all 
through 3 courses with the effort to invite community members to participate during all the diver-
gent and convergent phases. As mentioned “design thinking is not a linear path, it's a big mass 
of looping back to different places in the process”(Kelly T. and Kelly D., Creative Confidence: 
Unleashing the Creative Potential Within Us All, Currency New York, 2013),   each course can 
be seen as consecutive iteration in a whole design process.  Research with bottom-up approach 
aims to identify the problems, needs and opportunity of the community in various dimension 
such as education, wellbeing, local economy and cultural identity. 

Design Thinking 
 

 
 
The course IND301/401 Collaborative Product Development is usually aimed for the students  to 
exercise design thinking skills in order to propose new design opportunity for the future to 
business clients . In general, community is reckoned as ‘our clients’ in this class. However, we 
intend to encourage  them to participate the project as our partner, rather than a client, which this 
is later realised to be the most challenging factor for community-engagement design project.  
Therefore the Design Thinking process is adopted as a main structure of learning activities that 
are designed.   
 
Design thinking is believed as a way of tackling complex problems in an era characterized by 
increasingly ‘wicked’ problems in the way that is solution focused (Buchanan, 1992). Even 
though the origins of Design Thinking are around design disciplines, design thinking is used to 
denote an iterative process or set of process for investigating, refining and planning many things-
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from product to service as mentioned by Heather Douglas in his paper in Design Thinking and 
Social Enterprise innovation, ANZAM 2014. The following diagram displays how Design 
Thinking Process is distributed into the course structure.  
 
 
 
3. Methods/analysis 
 
Towards project’s design ideation phase, research findings and insights are collected and ana-
lysed  from the data gained by qualitative-approach action and design research methods. It  is a 
combination between  the method, inspired by conventional qualitative research methodology 
such as in-depth and focus group interview and ethnographic research methodology such as par-
ticipatory observation and a cultural probe. Further details of research framework, methodology 
and techniques are discussed in the table below.  
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Process  /        
Research 
Framing 

To study village profile, we have studied how locals live, 
work, recreate and get connected based on human-human-
centred approach, the following domains are initially intro-
duced to students to pursue their research.                                                             
Tourism / Karen Cultural Identity / Karen Citizenship and 
human right / School Donation and Resource management / 
Health and wellbeing / Child development. DIAGRAM 

Even though it is supposed to be in-depth research, it takes 
divergent  dynamic to re-visit the previous findings, to ques-
tion the unknown and to identify area of interest based on 
user types.  

Issue-based research framing                                           
Each sub group conduct their field research based on their 
areas or issues of interest which lay within the domains 
mentioned above. The issues includes the over consumed ar-
tificial seasoning (MSG) which might be possibly replaced 
by local herbal mixtures / Perception and value given to Ka-
ren traditional costume and crafts and how to re-connect it 
with youngsters / The imbalance between the real  needs and 
the external support through donation, and how to manage 
these resource sustainably. The research information is  
shared and analysed among all groups.  

User research for segmented user types                                         
After studying the previous research findings from last class, 
new group of students decided themselves into sub groups to 
study different types of local members  based on types of lo-
cal community members: non-employment home-bound 
group such as ladies with toddlers and ill elderly, main in-
come earners (both Thai and  Karen), active ageing group, 
cultural activists, community entrepreneurs and regular 
school members (students and teachers) User research is 
conducted in order to understand  their everyday difficulties, 
attitude, expectation and life goals.  

Research 
methodology 

Qualitative research methods                                        
The research tools are basically the ones of conventional 
qualitative research                                            
: participatory observation by attending village ceremony and 
monthly meeting                                              
: interview the local members 

Qualitative research methods                                                             
Apart from previous methods of interviewing and observa-
tion, there are also in-depth interview and focus group using 
probing materials such as income/expense canvas, as seen 
below as a piggy bank jar, and annual activities canvas to aid 
the conversation. Insightful findings such as the social fabric 
of community, villages operational system are ambitiously 
expected to  be unfolded. 
 

 

 

 2017-2018 
Phase 01 Initiation 

Phase 01.1 
Empathy 

Phase 01.2                                                                                       De-
fining and Redefining 

A. Through Field Research B. Through Conceptualising 
ideas and prototyping 

A. Through in-depth research B. Through Conceptualising 
ideas and prototyping 

Courses Elective Course: IND321 Craft Product Design                                                         
Elective Course: IND322 Community Design 

Core Course: IND301/401 Collaborative Product Development 

Objectives (1) To introduce ourselves to the community                                                                                 (1) To embed/introduce innovative spirit into community 

(2) To find out village profile relating to economic/social and cul-
tural and political capacity. 

(2) To establish the relationship and connection with community, 
creating trust 

(3) To understand social structure of community, networking of dif-
ferent groups of people, connection between community and their 
neighbours 

(3) To re-investigate community to find out about social relation-
ship, power structure, management system of community’s com-
mons and stakeholders 

(4) To create  research framework for in-depth research  not round (4) To investigate our previous assumption regarding several com-
munity issues by including community members to share their 
thoughts.  The renewed set of assumptions is due for planing further 
in-depth focused research 

(5) To identify the connecting agents (5) To invite other stakeholders to become a part of driving mecha-
nism for community co-operation such as influential outsiders 
(KMUTT for instance) to engage int the working process because 
they can bring 'louder voice’ to local authorities.  
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4. Results and Discussion 
 

As a result, research findings acquired during each course collectively addresses community’s is-
sues, some of which can be seen as a representation of  regional phenomenon such as labour relo-
cation and inequality. The design proposals that have been ideated and validated with locals are 
finally executed into nine projects which can be considered as concept design proposals ready to 
proposed to key stakeholders for the implementation. The nine design proposals are  
 
1) Between-meals Service for Communal Child Care 
Anticipated impacts: better nutrition for kids and meaningful bonding between kids and elderly. 
 
 
2) New Snacks for  Oral Care among Local Children. 
Anticipated impacts: better oral health. New snacks can be distributed through community 
health centre, and that could make a new channel for the community health centre to constantly 
monitor kids’ health.Besides, new products can generate extra income for the villagers who wish 
to produce them. 
 

Research 
techniques 

Case studying                                                                
Having known very few locals at the beginning, we have 
KMUTT social researcher team who work in Rachburi took 
us to Borwee and its neighbouring villages(Huayhang and 
Huay Namnak Village) which have similar cultural back-
ground of Karen.  

Iteration of prototyping                                                                         
It is a quick design process going on around here. Students 
analyse their data using grounded theory method in order to 
converge their findings into focused design assumption. Then 
they conceptualise those design assumption into various de-
sign possibilities, self-evaluate them  before creating quick 
prototypes. The prototypes are brought to assumption valida-
tion stage or testing. After getting feedback from testing, the 
prototypes are fixed, developed or re-designed and are 
brought to validate again. The cycle of conceptualising ideas 
/ prototyping / validating are intended to include community 
members from different types and various stakeholders but 
unfortunately only a few can attend(mostly students test their 
prototypes within class and with some local authorities such 
as a school headmaster). Further, the approach of semester 
endings limit the iteration to only 2 rounds 

Snowballing                                                                 
Female Journalists II School is the local school that we have 
established the first connection which can be considered as a 
gateway to community. School children, teachers, staffs, 
school merchants including some parents share us the infor-
mation about the village. These members help us identify the 
target informants to whole we should go and have talk. The 
circle of connection gradually get bigger to cover village 
head-woman, village craftsmen, neighbouring Royal farm 
manager , farmers, village retail owners fir instances.   
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3) Community Mapping Lesson Design for local children 
Anticipated impacts: To raise awareness of children’s own route and community existence. 
Pride and love in their own community would encourage them to nourish their own hometown, 
rather than abandoning it. Interaction between local kids, youngsters and other members in the 
community. 
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4) Learning about Right and Collaboration through Cooking Card Game 
Anticipated impacts: To groom a sense of equality, awareness of their own rights and others’ 
rights as well as empathy among young people.  
 

 
 
 
5)Hydroponic planting system in school  for  Integrated learning 
Anticipated impacts: alternative learning method for effective learning outcomes/ more variety 
of ingredients for school canteen/ lessen the cost for school canteen as they can plant their own 
vegetables. 
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6) Jewellery Products, made from school spoiled milk, new crafts skill for young people 
Anticipated impacts: new crafts skills to create new products to sell for extra income. Students’ 
learning outcomes. Public awareness about School Milk Policy Transparency. 
 
7) Floatable communal vegetable plots. 
Anticipated impacts: To create collaborative activities among local members in order to lower 
the sense of  barrier between different ethnic group/migrants and non-migrant groups.  The pro-
ject could also help reduce the food cost that locals usually spend. 
 
8) Branding and community products: Bamboo bags 
Anticipated impacts: Extra income. Job creation for new groups of locals, especially the unem-
ployed or non-Thai-citzenship who cannot go to work outside the community . 
 
9) Logo and Merchandising Products for Design Borwee Academy Football Club 
Anticipated impacts: To evoke the local pride and sense of belonging and unity. 
 
 
 
5. Conclusions and contributions to theory and practice 
 

 
The diagram above shows the different level of community engagement that has been appeared 
during the Design Thinking process. During the Define/Redefine stage and Ideate stage where the 
community engagement is needed the most, it is only partially brought in. There are limited num-
bers of locals having participated the stages as at that time. There is also the boundary between us, 
the outsiders and then community as insiders. If more key stakeholders and representative form 
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different local groups can participate the process next time, in which activities such as data analysis, 
and co-creation are, the objectives to provide an opportunity for locals to get empowered as well 
as  self-realized will be better achieved.  
 
For validation process, a group of community representatives and experts were invite to partake 
the project pitching presentation. Apart from the fact that local representatives have seen design 
proposal as unfamiliar, yet potential, means to solve their daily problems, the results from locals’ 
feedback also address the need for further practical systematic implementation. Strategic design 
based on future perspective is also expected to be included as well as more intensively collaborative 
working process with the locals and stakeholders. Further, relating to Design Thinking Process, 
Empathize phase should try to understand community’s ‘unmet needs’ as the ones of a whole com-
munity, rather than as a collection of individual needs. Therefore, Industrial Design Program has 
planned to push the project further as the third iteration for the next semester in 2019-2020 through 
the course called Design and Society. 
 
In conclusion, in terms of research findings,  the fragmented pieces of information are gathered. 
We need to link them and identify the missing pieces in order to understand the whole. It is a good 
start to know the community but it takes a great amount of involvement to understand the compli-
cation and interrelation of the circumstances and problems that have been already uncovered. Most 
of the findings are based on the ‘obvious' problems which are usually easy to identify. As locals 
and we are new to each other, deep conversation that can lead tom insightful findings is not made 
successfully yet. However, our regular presence in the community paves the way to a close inter-
action later on. The main output and outcome of the course are rather for us to learn about commu-
nity design , rather than to provide completely community service.  
 
In terms of conceptual design as outputs, some of conceptual designs require technical knowledge  
to support the concept completion. They are such as the herbal candy fo dental health, bio plastic 
from left-over milk  and hydroponic vegetable planting system.  Therefore, multi-disciplinary team 
members should be invited to support this lack. It is found that the proposals of Corporate Identity 
Design for Youth Football team and The Card Game design to educate local children about right 
and roles are welcomed by community representatives. That is  because they are easy to implement, 
they have clear targets, they are in need and they are independent from complicated community 
existing system. 
 
 
 
 
Keywords: community design, design thinking , borderline community, ethnic group 
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