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ABSTRACT 
In this paper we report an exploratory study of 
developing a workspace of creative exploration 
as part of a design process inspired on a Brazilian 
improvisational street-culture, denominated 
Gambiarra. In a six month iterative design 
ethnography we adapted elements of Gambiarra 
into a formal, carefully designed ‘Design Lab’ 
for engineering and interactive computing 
students. The interventions produced alternative 
approaches to concept design and idea 
generation, whereby physical materials and their 
affordances recruited bottom-up improvisations 
and reflection-on-action. We propose this 
strategy as positively extending the basic model 
of design thinking, including materiality as a 
crucial element in the early phases of creative 
design. We evaluated how traditionally educated 
engineering and computing students can be 
seduced into utilizing their latent embodied 
creativity via a suitable, inviting physical space. 
One of the main insights for designing our 
Gambiarra scaffolds was combining material 
invitations and improvise with ways to store and 
display intermediate results in one integrated 
workspace, such that each person’s ‘material 
trace’ of creative thinking’ would scaffold those 
of others. 
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INTRODUCTION 
The DesignLab has the aim to bring science and 
society together through design by connecting 
education, entrepreneurship and research. The 
space is physically divided as a metaphor to the 
design process (ideation,conceptualize, prototype 
and exhibit) and works as a community of 
practice, where users learn by making in a 
communicative approach. There are two physical 
workshops, mostly used in a later stage of the 
projects and the access requires some making 
experience and a previous structured plan. 
As a approach, Designing in Skills (DiS) [1] 
encouraged designers on making their everyday 
practice through body skill-based experience; 
“Making is a way to interact with the world that 
is meaningful to people: it requires our intuition 
and perception to be activated, our consciousness 
to be developed, our cognition to elaborate and 

respond to our need for transformation.” [1].  
Gambiarra[3] is a type of bricolage in the 
brazilian context to the act of making an 
improvised object with disposable materials in a 
spontaneous process to attend a particular need.  
Gambiarra is a situated practice in which the 
solution emerges from instantaneous and 
improvised process (figure 1) using mainly 
discarded objects for another specific situation 
than their original ones through the following 
elements [3]: 
● Vicissitude and adversity: Existence of 

undesired changes and instabilities of the 
environment or artifact; 

● Improvised solution: emerges without a 
previous plan or preparation; 

● Situated problem and solution: Designed 
for the specific context – spontaneous and 
idiosyncratic; 

● Product precedes the creation: Alternative 
intervention on a product/material available 
that already had another use/meaning; 

● Instantaneous material resources: It is a 
solution that appropriates from what is 
‘at-hand’, in special, garbage, giving to the 
object a new meaning. 

 
Figure 1. Gambiarra process diagram 

METHOD DESCRIPTION 
A 6 month ethnographic design research as a 
participant observer the space was analyzed and 
gradually converted into design requirements for 
a permanent space for those users. As a project, it 
was divided in four phases: main requirements, 
participatory activities, prototyping and final 
product. The reflections from the each phase 
where guidelines for the final product to 
stimulate creativity by thinking through 
prototyping. 

 




