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Design Intervention: 
Understanding Cairo Informal 
Areas
Jomana G. Attia and Prof. Dr. Alaa El Anssary, German University in Cairo, 
Faculty of Applied Arts and Sciences, Product Design Department
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Informal Areas, Design Strategy, Cairo, NGOs, Social Design

Abstract
After the January 25th Egyptian revolution, 250.000 Non-Governmental Organi-
zations were active in Cairo alone, with the aim of solving numerous poverty-relat-
ed problems. In this paper, the unemployment of inhabitants of informal areas is 
under the spotlight. The aim is to help NGOs establish more sustainable projects 
serving informal area inhabitants through the intervention of designers. Research 
aimed to grasp an understanding of the NGOs’ problems, micro-projects they 
undertake and problems facing their target group – the informal area inhabitants 
– in relation to their projects, in order to investigate how design can intervene. The 
research results in the analysis of sustainable development in the informal areas 
of Cairo. As revealed in the NGOs’ members unstructured interviewing, poverty in 
Cairo has four cyclical reasons: lack of education, unemployment, overpopulation 
and health problems. The analysis concludes that micro-projects face problems 
and it is hypothesized that they can be solved through a design intervention. 
Producing outdated products that have no specific target group can be reversed 
through market research and participatory design. Also, marketing and pricing 
were better formulated through collaborative strategic design with the NGO team. 
These results draw attention to the significance of interfering in the local issues to 
support NGOs sustainable programs.
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ry 1. The situation of NGOs post-revolution till present
Much has occurred since the 25th of January 2011 revolution 
in Egypt, some changes aided NGOs and others did not. 
For example, the increase in NGOs was foreseen by the gov-
ernment thus fulfilling socio-economic development and 
charity work under state authority up until the revolution. 
A year later, not only were some NGO founders taking the 
lead in pushing the nation forward, but also applying for pres-
idential elections. But after some reshaping of the regime, the 
situation went from calls for “Bread, Freedom, Social justice” 
to cries of horror. Both national and international NGOs were 
continuously accused of receiving illegal foreign funding 
and consequently, some were shut down. Not only were NGO 
offices, hardware and documents raided by the state security, 
but also tens of staff members were imprisoned for up to five 
years. Four and a half years later, the regime backed down 
from their public services responsibility. The majority of 45 
million Egyptians under 35 years worry about their econom-
ic survival. Therefore, in 2014 unemployment increased to 
13.4% due to an unskilled workforce and an education system 
neglected by the state, thus the Egyptian struggle for inequal-
ity of wealth remains. Despite that, according to the Interna-
tional Center for Not For-profit Law (ICNL) for NGOs in 2015, 
Egypt represented the largest and most influential force in 
the Arab world, due to being the pioneer in NGO law creation 
(Civic Freedom Monitor: Egypt, 2018). Finally, while NGOs 
report success stories, the government newspapers are filled 
with tales of foreign spies working in NGOs (Franz, 2015).
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ry 1.1. The call for “Bread, Freedom, Social justice” and the 
role of design
After increasing the demands of “social justice” – the main 
slogan symbolizing the revolution –design is asked to con-
tribute effectively to create valve at the social level. Today’s 
social challenges in Egypt are numerous and complex; such as 
environmental problems, alleviation of social inequalities and 
sustainable development. Each Egyptian informal area is suf-
fering from hopelessness, illiteracy, and depression, and yet is 
full of potential, which is why many NGOs suffer while devel-
oping informal area inhabitants, as they are more often than 
not resistant to learning or even work. But once this is over-
come, success stories come to life. Providing that design is 
to play a role in effectively reducing poverty, unemployment, 
education or any other socio-economic problems in informal 
areas, it must be accompanied by other fields to produce prac-
tical results. Many of the critiques on social design projects 
lie in the project being too hypothetical or theoretical to be 
applied in reality. Papanek clearly stated, “Am I on the side of 
the social good, or will the object that I design be an addition 
to the catalog of unnecessary fetish objects?” (Papanek, 1985).  
A question that should be addressed by social designers who 
intend to design for the real world.

Informal areas are unauthorized settlements, where the inhab-
itants and their houses have no legal claim to be constructed 
(OECD, 2018). The population of Egypt has a life expectancy 
of 72 years and a literacy rate of 72%. The population consists 
of 90% Muslims, 9% Coptic and 1% other Christians. In an-
other estimate, Egypt has 40.000 NGOs (ICNL, 2015). 
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months, one million people need housing thus leading to 53% 
of Cairo being informal. These unfortunate circumstances 
created an initiative by the more privileged to help the poor. 
Therefore, Cairo hosts 250.000 NGOs, ranging from small 
NGOs with a maximum of 30 people to larger NGOs with 
20.000 volunteers (Egypt Urban, 2018).

Each informal area develops its unique traditions. The inhab-
itants develop methods for providing for their families accord-
ing to the needs of the area. For instance, Manshyet Nasser in 
Cairo consists of more than two million people, some of which 
earn their daily living by collecting garbage and sorting it for 
resale. In fact, there cannot be one certain definition for infor-
mal areas, especially in Egypt. In 2015, the new President cre-
ated the Ministry of Informal Areas, led by Dr. Laila Iskandar, 
who worked with informal areas and garbage collectors for 30 
years, and consequently based her doctoral dissertation on gar-
bage collectors. According to Iskandar, the way into develop-
ing the unemployed isn’t in providing them with good housing 
or money, it’s in teaching them vocational skills that will allow 
them to solve their own problems (Iskandar, 2015). Currently, 
social designers tend to go into informal areas to define prob-
lems. But frequently due to their lack of experience in social 
research, they get inaccurate results. Robertson and Sobol 
(2011) state designers need to be aware of their more powerful 
positions in society – more powerful than the communities they 
seek to serve. They enter informal communities with the in-
tention to help but they are ineffective as the inhabitants offer 
misleading information due to a trust issue between them and 
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ry the designers. This leads to the designers producing solutions 
that are not acceptable to the inhabitants as they do not satisfy 
their needs (Robertson and Sobol, 2011). This study is search-
ing for a design intervention to increase the sustainability of 
NGO projects addressing informal area unemployment.

2. Investigation Methodology
The research methods described here are essentially design 
focused and framed by social context and subject area. 
The methods conducted are interviews, field visits and obser-
vations.

2.1. Interviews
Unstructured interviews were conducted with leaders and 
members of the selected NGOs and with inhabitants of the 
informal areas in which the NGOs worked. The following 
interviews took place.

Moreover, further into the project, several interviews took 
place with people with similar interests to members of NGOs.

2.2. Field Visits and Observation
Field visits and on-site observations were used to observe the 
environment internally. One of its main hypotheses was to 

Figure 1. J. G. Attia, Interview types and interviewees.
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ry prove that when a designer/researcher observes the informal 
area inhabitants with an expert from an NGO he sees further 
into the problem rather than when visiting alone. 
Three field visits were held with the databasing team leader 
of a local NGO. The aim of the visits was to observe the infor-
mal area and its inhabitants at work. The visits involved going 
into the school that the NGO works with and being led by a 
number of children into their homes where their mothers were 
interviewed. 

2.3. Samplings
It was quite important to specifically select the interviewees 
from the NGOs. Since NGO members normally have several 
reasons to join an NGO, and that is why by time their percep-
tion and values vary from one another. Volunteers join NGOs 
for one of three reasons; professional experience, social life 
and/or benefiting their community. In the NGOs that had a 
personal contact inside, it was decided to select members or 
team leaders and not founders or members of the board of 
directors. On-ground members are closer to understanding 
the actual day-to-day problems with the informal area inhab-
itants and could also offer sincere feedback on the procedures 
of the NGO. In addition, team leaders have more experience 
thus their input is rather more output and short-term goal-ori-
ented than the members. The reason NGO founders were not 
interviewed is that their input is vision oriented. Furthermore, 
to be accurate about the sampling process, not all interview-
ees were particularly selected by us, as in some interviews the 
NGOs were visited and we were referred to the person who is 
in charge and available for a discussion.
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ry 3. Investigation Findings

Below are some of the investigated activities of NGOs as list-
ed by the sample:

3.1. Interviews’ and field visits’ findings
The Head of Microcredit of an NGO branch in a private uni-
versity was interviewed. He describes that their approach is 
development through the whole family, not just the individual, 

Figure 2. J. G. Attia, Findings overlap.

Figure 3. J. G. Attia, Charitable and Developmental NGOs activities.
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ry aiming to eventually terminate poverty and unemployment. His 
team in the Microcredit project creates case studies and data-
base analysis then accordingly selects the cases that deserve the 
equity. On the university student NGOs’ scale, the equity is used 
for relief like health or small business problems. Therefore, the 
equitable is required to repay the money over 12 months. The 
NGO also holds computer learning, English and illiteracy pro-
grams. They face problems, despite the fact that the team re-
searches about the cases in need through their neighbors, some-
times the individual does not pay off his equity and the NGO 
ends up losing money. Yet their Monitoring Specialist explains 
that before offering the people small projects, they hold a mod-
ified project planning and soft skills training so the recipients 
are well oriented before receiving and launching their micro 
projects. These Micro programs solve only the problem at hand. 
They provide their cases with microcredit and do not follow up 
to check on the progress of the project except to confirm the 
equity is paid. The second interview was held with the NGO 
Development specialist, who explained the NGO was founded 
10 years ago simply for human development. After a couple of 
years of common relief projects, the foundation decided to alter 
its approach into a more sustainable one. Then he added that 
people in need should not be given money but rather receive a 
means of living and pay back its equity.

Furthermore, in another foundation that mainly works with 
Manshyet Nasser inhabitants, the President explains the main 
goal is to establish a model for developing informal areas, in 
order to achieve this, they need to spend around 10 years in 
Manshyet Nasser. Their approach is to contain poverty and un-
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ry employment through education. So they visit schools and target 
children and help them learn. In around four years they have 
educated around 1400 children. Moreover – according to the da-
tabasing team leader – they aim to document all cases, to tackle 
their needs, expenses and any extreme situations like health 
problems. They go to the schools where they help the children, 
discover which of them are not paying the fees and ask them to 
lead them to their houses. We went into the school, the leaders 
already had lists of the children’s names, so we were divided 
into teams of girls and boys and set off with the children to their 
homes. We asked about the possible expenses, health problems, 
educational level, number of electrical devices they have and 
finally what they expect from the foundation. Some asked for 
sewing machines as they prefer working from home. The NGO 
classifies poverty into four levels. The women we interviewed 
are level two and don’t need help right away. Level four would 
be a house where the main provider had a health problem and 
there is no source of income. From this experience, it is de-
duced that the sample of women interviewed wanted to provide 
for their families, had the potential but are held back by their 
traditions. The foundation also aims to create socio-economic 
empowerment by providing loans to establish small businesses 
(micro-finance) (Fig. 4).

Figure 4. J. G. Attia, Socio-economic empowerment micro projects.
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The final section of the investigation was about social enter-
prises. During the entrepreneurship summit Rise Up, a num-
ber of NGOs were present for exposure. One was a social en-
terprise that helps the underprivileged develop economically 
through building farms on their rooftops. Thus allowing them 
to grow and sell vegetables. Fortunately, after a couple of 
years they were approached by corporations aiming at creat-
ing gardens on their premises’ roofs, but then they convinced 
their client to rather build a farm and teach their staff about 
farming. They are currently developing vertical farming as a 
new product. At the same summit, a social incubator explains 
that they gather startup NGOs and social enterprises to join. 
They are mentored for a certain amount of time and are pro-
vided with seed funding to start off their projects. An e-com-
merce social enterprise aims to help underprivileged house-
wives. The enterprise provides these women with a platform, 
where people order oriental homemade food and they cook it 
and deliver it to their houses. Below are some of the activities 
that social enterprises do:

Figure 5. J. G. Attia, Social Enterprises activities.
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In order to create a conclusive research about unemployment 
in informal areas in Cairo, it is logical to continue what other 
NGOs have developed. Since over the past decades and espe-
cially after the 25th of January revolution, thousands of NGOs 
have started to assist in the development of Egypt. Thus 
the purpose of the research is investigating the methods the 
NGOs use to solve informal area problems. 
From this, an overall picture emerged of the poverty cycle 
in Egypt. The cycle starts with lack of education leading to 
large-scale unemployment and reliance on insecure, day-to-
day work to meet basic needs. In Fig. 6, the testimonial of an 
NGO founder is illustrated. He explains there are 4 cyclic core 
reasons for poverty. Each of the four can lead to high levels of 
poverty on its own, let alone if several occurred together.

Figure 6. J. G. Attia, Poverty reasons in Egypt.
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derprivileged people get married and have several children, 
because – according to Egyptian traditions – marriage is 
one of the noble conventions of life. So more people require 
houses to live in and, not being able to afford to buy new 
ones, they build informal houses. The physical conditions of 
informal living – such as inadequate water supply and sani-
tation, overcrowding and poorly constructed buildings – lead 
to health problems, with many people spending a large pro-
portion of their wages on medicines and construction for 
instance. According to the Ministry of Planning, every eight 
months, one million people need housing thus leading to 53% 
of Cairo being informal. These unfortunate circumstances 
created a fortunate initiative by the more privileged educat-
ed people to help the poorer, therefore Cairo hosts around 
250,000 NGOs that vary from active working groups in uni-
versities to smaller NGOs to large-scale organizations that try 
to develop Cairo (Why Informal Areas, 2018). As mentioned, 
after visiting diverse and seemingly successful NGOs, some 
approaches to solving these problems were observed:  

• Classes for the illiterate take place on a weekly basis for 
people age 40 years and above. 

• Enrichment classes for children are held to help with their 
school studies. 

• As for health problems, regular inspection and blood do-
nation campaigns take place.

• For unemployment, NGOs offer equity and loans to help 
families provide.
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All the NGOs interviewed had valid intentions to help Egypt 
become a better place. They have different visions and values 
they follow. But they all evaluate their impact similarly. Since 
it is quite difficult to get accurate statistics of poverty levels, 
income, and population, the NGOs cannot set a realistic long-
term strategy to minimize poverty for instance. They can 
only calculate what they have implemented and compare it 
to their and others’ previous year’s achievements. Since most 
of the NGOs mentioned in the field research approach the 
problems with on-ground research and databasing methods, 
rather than online research or competitor study research, the 
idea generation and brainstorming taking place internally is 
limited. When the projects of a charitable NGO are compared 
with those of a developmental one, it seems that the vision of 
the charitable is only focusing on encouraging volunteerism 
regardless of the output created. Therefore, the volunteers get 
carried away with the work and its motivating and emotion-
ally fulfilling spirit and forget that they are not impacting the 
community as effectively as they can. We assumed the only 
way design intervenes in the NGO’s process is through styling 
and marketing. Not surprisingly the intervention of design 
in the NGO’s process is quite difficult and needs a reflective 
form of practice allowing NGO members and designers to 
fuse experience. The importance of design for NGOs is to 
give better understanding of people’s interaction with their 
environment thus giving better solutions.
Therefore, in this study design is introduced to raise the qual-
ity bar of their business model through maintaining loyalty 
with the end user.
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4. Design intervention and reflection
One of the NGOs established a sewing workshop in Ein El-
Seera where informal area inhabitants are introduced to sew-
ing and some traditional handcrafts. The workshop sells their 
products through seasonal bazaars. It is located in the infor-
mal area itself, thus allowing the women to maintain their 
traditions of working within their neighborhoods. 

Figure 7. J. G. Attia, Analysis map of problem and solution for sustainable development of informal areas.
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Due to this, it is hypothesized that unemployment can be 
treated through; creating a social enterprise inside the NGO, 
selling fashionable convenient clothing online, that is made by 
informal area inhabitants targeting Egyptian girls of “Class 
A”, age range from 20-25. The target finds it difficult to look 
fashionable while maintaining their cultural traditions. Ac-
cordingly – through participatory design – a sample from this 
target group was selected and guided to design their needs 
themselves and then have the informal area women sew the 
products. Finally, the products were sold through a branded 
online store. It was created to appeal to the aspiring needs of 
the target group, rather than branding the clothing as the prod-
ucts of an informal area economic development project. “Class 
A” veiled women are expected – according to Islam – to wear 
non-transparent and loose clothing, but they prefer shopping 
at international brand stores who provide a limited variety. 
When they do find an appropriate item, the risk of finding a 
number of their friends wearing the same item increases. An-
other situation takes place as well if the shopper buys a loose 
skirt for instance but the fabric is transparent, she is forced to 
find a tailor to add a layer underneath. The research and the 
implementation phases took almost one year, and during this 
year the process went around in loops several times.

4.1. Social change implications for design
This research analyses sustainable development in the infor-
mal areas of Cairo. People started creating NGOs with several 
approaches to solving the problems through volunteering and 
donating. These contributions were either categorized as char-
itable or developmental projects. Charitable projects can be 
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further subcategorized into various methods where people in 
informal areas receive money, medicine and other basic needs. 
Yet in developmental projects, NGOs focus more on the sus-
tainability of the supportive action, so they do not give money 
or any basic needs directly, they provide what the individual or 
family needs indirectly, like education and a source of income 
like microcredit projects. These methods serve the pursuit 
of autonomy. Moreover, these micro-projects face problems 
as well on the long term. Only the NGOs that do regular fol-
low-up notice that most individuals lack experience in plan-
ning, marketing and pricing even when given proper training. 

There are four main problems with micro-projects applied in 
informal areas (Fig. 8). But they can be approached through 
design. Producing outdated products that have no specific 
target group can be developed through research and partici-
patory design. In addition, the marketing and pricing can be 
better formulated through collaborative and strategic design 
with the NGO team.

Figure 8. J. G. Attia, Design approaches to each problem.
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Figure 9. J. G. Attia, Strategic concept map.
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Under this context, participatory, collaborative and strategic 
design intervention took a role in empowering the inter-
vention (Fig. 9). There were three main players; the NGO, 
the store, the informal area inhabitants and the end user. 
The flow between all parties is either two way or one way. 
First, the relation between the informal area women and the 
NGO is a two-way relationship, where the NGO selects the 
women, trains them and controls the quality of their prod-
ucts, the women deliver the products and get paid in return. 
Second, the NGO creates a team that works in the store that 
needs public relations, graphic, and product design, Social 
media management, marketing, customer service, and logis-
tics. The relation of the NGO with the team is simple be-
cause it only acts as an initiator and supervisor of the team, 
but gives guidance whenever help is needed. Third, the store 
interacts with the end user, markets and delivers the prod-
ucts. Therefore, the end user and the women don’t interact, 
but the revenue goes back into developing the informal area 
through the NGO.

There is no one generic model that could be applied to devel-
op all informal areas, as each varies from poverty levels to 
habits and capabilities. Therefore, a specific model should be 
created for each area(s) with similar characteristics. For in-
stance, in this research, all 4 informal areas have similar ca-
pabilities and habits yet different levels of poverty. The model 
created can be applied to all areas but with some variations. 
The actual result of this research is a plan of how to help four 
informal areas (Batn Elbaara, ElMatareya, Mansheyet Naser, 
ElKonayesa) that were tested during the research. 
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For the area of Batn Elbaara, a workshop was implemented 
in the area, equipped with all materials, which could be out-
sourced to factories that need manpower but lack hiring capa-
bilities. The online store was the final step in the implementa-
tion. It was launched on Facebook, Instagram and a website. 
During the first three weeks, the Facebook page received 7000 
likes, two shop partnerships, 20 orders, and two returns.
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