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THE RIGHT
TRAJECTORY

What people really value and how
designs can go astray when you don’t know.

E

ngineers are very good at solving
problems that they know are problems. The challenge in designing
for developing markets is knowing what the
actual problems are.
Many developing/emerging market
technologies fail because design requirements were not correctly ascertained and
accurately articulated. This is an easy trap
to fall into as an engineer (and particularly
as an academic), because you can make
something that works “perfectly” on the lab
bench, but fails in the real world because
of unexpected factors such as how it looks,
tastes, or smells.
Misreading or missing design requirements can set a project on an errant trajectory; even with great engineering behind
a technology, error can grow over time
and produce a well-designed product that
misses its mark.
For one example close to home, my
research group is collaborating with Tata
Chemical to improve its Swach water
purifier (www.tataswach.com), which is
like a low-cost Brita filter. The Swach is
a brilliantly designed product: it removes
impurities and biological contaminants with
activated carbon and silver nano particles;
one filter element can purify 3,000 liters—
enough drinking water for a family of four
for a year—and automatically shuts off flow
when it needs to be replaced; it has many
desirable aesthetic features and a clever
ad campaign that make it an aspirational
product; and the whole device costs just 999
rupees ($16 U.S.).
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