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This book is organized by chapters, of which contents 
are expanded chronologically based on the main steps 
taken while I developed this Creative Project.

Images and thick descriptions function as illustrative 
elements, relating directly to the main text on each 
page. All images are captioned and referenced. 

An abstract of the project is presented first, followed by 
five chapters that contextualize my field work in Chira 
Island, project structure, and development of materials. 

HOW TO READ THIS BOOK
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LA AMISTAD LODGE – Mural painted by members, in 2005



The Women’s Association of Chira Island began in 1999, in 
order to develop a unique ecotourism project in their com-
munity, Chira Island, in the Pacific region of Costa Rica. 
Although the project has been successful and received na-
tional recognition, the women have gone through endless 
obstacles and challenges to achieve their success, including 
changing their own thinking and questioning social roles in 
order for their project to work effectively in the Chira Island 
community. Now, they consider self-esteem to be their most 
important resource.

This creative project, the content of which was developed 
during three field reseach visits, using ethnographic and 
design research methods, employs the concepts of time, 
space, and voice to visually communicate the story of the 
women, their association, and the implications of their pro-
ject for the community and their families. 

ABSTRACT

The resulting exhibition and related project materials, all 
designed for mobility and reproduction, are intended for the 
members of the association to use as their work inspire other 
women in rural areas in Costa Rica and Latin America to 
carry out their own development initiatives.

With this project, I explored the value of storytelling and how 
design research can incorporate different activities and 
field research methods to produce context-specific informa-
tion, in order to encourage a kind of design that is collabora-
tive and understands real-world needs. Being in direct 
contact with people, understanding their life style and 
motivations, instead of working in a vacuum, are activities 
that open spaces for discussion and collaboration to solve 
communication needs that can enhance the livelihood of a 
specific community.
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People are used to move to and from the 
island in the boat. After a few minutes, 
I started to have a very strange feeling
of isolation every time I looked behind. 
The mainland seemed so far away. 
But people didn’t seem to be worried at 
all. The one-hour trip in the boat is a 
time for socialization and laughter.

– Author’s notes.  July 15th, 2009.



“Having visitors at the lodge is 
  the greatest happiness. I learn 
  with the people. The tourists 
  are my university.”

– Lilliana Martínez , president, 
   Asociación de Damas de la Isla 
   de Chira





introduction
La Asociación de Damas de la Isla de Chira (ADIC)–the 
Women’s Association of Chira Island–was formed in 1999, 
as an initiative of a group of women from Chira Island, Costa 
Rica. Today, the ecotouristic sector in Costa Rica is one of 
the most active in the country. In many rural areas, women 
have began to take action through the development of pro-
jects related to the conservation and promotion of natural 
resources, and the diffusion of cultural traditions. Tipically, 
these projects respond to the necessity many women and 
their families have to solve their own economic needs. 

Costa Rica is considered one of the countries that prioritizes 
investment in natural conservation in the Americas. With 
its diverse ecosystem, more than two million tourists visit 
anually a land of only 52,100 squared kilometers (ICT, 2009). 
This tendency, that has opened the door in recent years for 
the development of new tourism initiatives, has created a 
misunderstanding between the concepts of nature-based 
tourism and ecotourism. 

According to Lisa Seales, “ecotourism is often considered 
a subset of nature-based tourism” (Orams 2001, cited by 
Seales 2008,12), but it is important to differentiate both. Eco-
tourism is defined as “responsible travel to the natural areas 
that conserves the environment and improves the well-being 
of local people” (The International Ecotourism Society 2006,
 

ABOUT WOMEN IN COSTA RICA
an overview of their participation in ecotourism

Dora Medina, member of the 
Women’s Association of Chira 

Island, is portrayed with her 
daughter in the Costa Rican 

magazine Perfil, in 2oo2. 
She exemplifies women 

who have freed themselves 
from social roles to 
improve their way 
of life  and the life 

of their children.

- Revista Perfil,
September 2002 13



cited by Seales 2008, 14), while nature-based tourism invol-
ves the “enjoyment of some relatively undisturbed pheno-
menon of nature” (Valentine 1992, cited by Seales 2008, 12). 
Explicitly, ecotourism involves the community and the peo-
ple, and benefits them by improving the conditions of the 
environment and economy (Seales 2008, 14).

There are many reasons why Costa Rica is considered a 
“paradise” for ecotourism. First, approximately 5% of the 
biodiversity of the planet is located in the country. Its charac-
teristic tropical climate and its varied geography (it is easy to 
go from a beach to a volcano and then to a cloud forest in the 
mountains in just a few hours) make it unique and special. 
Historically, Costa Ricans are considered peaceful, amicable, 
welcoming, educated, with high living standards and oppor-
tunities, being the most stable country in Central America.

Consequently, many organizations and institutions have 
invested more resources in the country to help people, espe-
cially in rural areas, to develop their ecotourism initiatives. 
The International Monetary Fund, the World Bank, the Unit-
ed Nations Development Program, and the US Agency for 
International Development, are some organizations that have 
given aid to the country to carry out initiatives of promotion 
and education on ecotourism, while funding conservation 
efforts (Dasenbrock 2001).

The case of the ADIC is an example of this industry, that at-
tracts more people every year¹. The location of the country–, 
in the middle of the continent, close to North America–, the
price of the plane tickets from the United States–usually 
lower than $500– and the facilities to move and visit the

country in a short time, are some reasons why tourists all 
over the world visit the country, looking for a new experience 
in rural ecotourism.

Therefore, it is not a surprise that in the last two decades, 
women have shown a strong interest in ecotourism. Having 
a clear knowledge of the main needs of their families, and 
their traditional interest in the environment, are some rea-
sons why many ecotourism initiatives headed by women 
are successful. In Costa Rica, women have “expanded their 
participation in society and have moved beyond traditional 
struggles for family survival. They have taken a greater role 
in public leadership in work, community, and political set-
tings” (Jessica Brown et al, cited by Leitinger 1997, 182).

The ADIC has become a pioneer of entrepreneurship on their 
Island. More engaging than their project itself, is the story of 
these women, which is unique and enormously inspiring. In 
this document, I’ll tell my experience working with this group 
of women, expanding on how graphic design works as a disci- 
pline to tell stories in a compelling way, with the objective to 
motivate other women to start their own initiatives of devel-
opment and, therefore, have more economic opportunities. 

My geographic and ethnographic journeys, along with facts, 
photographs, observations and excerpts of interviews and 
informal conversations, are part of the materials exposed in 
the document.

1. 2010 is considered the year that Costa Rica have received more tourists in history.   
   FROM: Sergio Arce. País cerró el 2010 con el ingreso más grande de turistas. La Nación, 
   January 16th, 2011.
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A simple search on the internet will show many websites 
presenting Chira Island in many different ways. All of them 
concentrate in the natural elements of the place. Others give 
more emphasis to the entrepreneurial initiatives of rural 
tourism established by groups of women.

 

  From left to right, and from top to bottom:   

- http://cuenticos506.blogspot.com, 

- www.nicoyapeninsula.com, 

- http://islachiracr.com, 

- www.tourism.co.cr

   All websites were accessed on January 15th, 2011–
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SAN JOSE

CHIRA ISLAND

PUNTARENAS PORT

Visiting the Island ::: moving from San José to Chira (Nicoya Gulf)

pacific
ocean
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I first learned about the ADIC through my father, Juan Carlos 
Hernández. For this Creative Project, I felt compelled to work 
with women and entrepreneurship in my country, and he told 
me about this group of women, who live in the remote island 
of Chira, in the Pacific Ocean. 

Costa Rica is a small country, and many people believe that 
all Costa Ricans share the same characteristics and have ac-
cess to the same services. As a Costa Rican who always lived 
in the city, I can say that this misconception is very general-
ized. It wasn’t until I had the chance to meet the members of 
the ADIC and share with the community that I could confirm 
the disadvantaged situation of many rural areas in my coun-
try, especially those that are not located ion the mainland. 

about the association
The islands of the Nicoya Gulf are poor, isolated, with all 
kinds of difficulties to accessing basic health and education 
services, and with very limited job opportunities. These chal-
lenges were the motivations for the women of the association 
to start a project on their own, to offer new possibilities for 
their families and the community. 

WOMEN FROM CHIRA ISLAND
a place that not many people know about 

Chira Island has approximately 
3,000 inhabitants. The island 
depends mainly on fishing due to 
the lack of job opportunities, and 
the small number of families that 
have their own land or enough 
resources for agriculture and cattle.

Women in Chira are an especially 
disadvantaged group. Tradition-
ally, men are in charge of the fish-
ing activities, leaving very limited 
economic options for women.

SOURCE: The GEF Small Grants Program, 

UNDP (sgp.undp.org)
La Amistad Lodge, owned 
by the Women’s Association 
of Chira Island, is located 
one mile North West from 
Puerto Palito, the main port 
of the island. 
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Contacting Lilliana Martinez, the president of the ADIC, was 
a very refreshing experience since the beginning. 

This woman, originally from San Carlos, a city located in the 
Northern part of the country, grew up as a farmer, in a com-
munity where tourism and nature-related activities are the 
main characteristics. After she met her husband, Marvin, 
she moved to the island to start “a new life.” Later on, during 
one of the many conversations we had, she told me how dif-
ficult it was for her to get used to the activities of the island, 
where women don’t have other options than having children 
or helping their husbands fish. She was used to having more 
freedom and more economic options. 

Lilliana has been the president of the association for several 
years. Her enthusiasm and vision are characteristics that 
differentiate her from the rest of the members, who think that 
her leadership and braveness have made a big difference in  
the way the project has evolved since 1999.

Every woman who is or has been part of the association in 
the last 10 years has a particular story, but all of them share 
many characteristics. They suffer the disadvantages of living 
on an island which, among other things, has a doctor visit 
only once a week, depends mostly on wells to collect and use 
water, and suffers the consequences of the unstable activity 
of daily fishing. Therefore, the initiatives of entrepreneurship 
that succeed on the island are limited. They require a large

“... Once I settled in the island I 
realized how different this place 
is from my town. There isn’t a 
work schedule here, and people 
don’t do much agriculture.”

– Lilliana Martínez
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amount of idealism, guidance, support, braveness, and pa-
tience, along with a good sense of teamwork and a lot 
of self-esteem.  

The ADIC is possibly the most successful entrepreneurial 
initiative on Chira Island. It is nationally recognized as one of 
the most representative examples of ecotourism and women 
entrepreneurship around Costa Rica, and it has put the island 
back on the map. 

why women organize
For many years, the islands in the Nicoya Península were 
widely marginalized, almost forgotten by the governments 
and the people. Costa Ricans knew little about these islands, 
and if they knew they existed, they ignored them. Chira Island, 
which is the biggest island of the Península, has more than 
3,000 inhabitants.

During the 1990s, Chira Island began to have more presence 
in the media after the inauguration of the island’s high school 
(Liceo de Chira) in 1996, and the arrival of the aqueduct, in-
tended to bring drinkable water to the island from the main-
land, more specifically from Nandayure, Guanacaste.

Besides, during the end of that decade, the Nicoya Península 
started to suffer the consequences of uncontrolled fishing 
in the gulf and contamination from melon plantations in 
Guanacaste, which provoked a terrible detriment in the fish-
ing activities in the islands, resulting in poorer living condi-
tions for the Chira residents. 

Diagram that shows the basic structure of the aqueduct in Chira Island. 
A long pipe coming from Nandayure, Guanacaste, crosses part of the 
Nicoya Gulf in its way to Chira. 

SOURCE: LA NACION, SEPTEMBER 30, 2001

pacific
ocean

caribbean
sea

nicaragua

bringing water to Chira
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“In the Nicoya Gulf, one of the poorest 
  zones, women have decided to stop 
  their economic dependence”.

–Title of article, by Ivannia Varela

SOURCE: Revista Dominical, La Nacion, April 15th, 2001



This economic decline on the island, along with the chemi-
cal pollution coming from the plantations, were some of the 
reasons why several groups of women around the island 
decided to get together and plan new economic and sustain-
able activities to improve their lives. 

Many people from different institutions, universities, and 
NGOs began to visit the island to support these initiatives, 
bringing new resources to help these women with their pro-
jects. Different workshops and group activities started to be 
developed, on topics such as construction of self-esteem, 
administration, entrepreneurship, arts and crafts, food pre-
paration, and tourism. Consequently, most of the groups star-
ted to propose new projects: a chicken farm, a bakery, a 
store and cabins, among others. Not all the projects contin-
ued; many women separated after a few years, or even after 
several months. 

This relates to the traditionally disadvantaged situation of 
women in Latin America, and in this case, Costa Rica. Mostly 
in rural areas, women have had to overcome endless limita-
tions and fight against the traditional gender roles. They are 
regularly dependent on men (husbands, fathers, brothers), 
and are considered weaker and less prepared for life. Women 
even used to be characterized depending on their economic 
situation and activity. For example, “the campesina was con-
sidered strong, healthy, and frugal, but with the intelligence 
of a child until adulthood, always suffering for others, slow, 
and superstitious. Women were first considered mothers, 
with different social roles than men, with different rights 
and duties” (Juvenal, cited by González, 1988). 

The Artisans of Chira work with materials from 
nature, such as shells, wood and gourds. They 

learned many of the techniques during a series 
of workshops  given by the UNA in 1999.

– Author’s notes, July 19th, 2009 
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According to the ADIC, there are many factors that prevent 
women to continue their entrepreneur initiatives or other
economic activities. The main factor is always social pres-
sure. Women in Chira “are supposed to take care of their 
chidren, their house, help theirs husbands in the daily fishing 
activities” (from interview, Lilliana Martinez, July, 2009). Other 
activities are “pointless”, and women are found lazy or ne-
glecting the maintenance of their households. 

The second reason is domestic violence and low self-esteem. 
It is “normal” for women in Chira to be victims of physical 
and emotional violence by their husbands. This situation 
deeply damages their self-esteem; they feel they are “not 
intelligent, they feel useless, ugly, afraid of taking any chal-
lenges, usually depressed” (Dora Medina, member, ADIC. 
July 2009).Therefore, many women in Chira didn’t feel the 
urge to study or to look for other economic activities. First, 
they depended on their parents and brothers. Then, they 
were going to depend on their husbands. 

Today, there are several groups that stay together and are 
still actively working in the island. Besides the ADIC, la Aso-
ciación de Mujeres Artesanas (AMA)–Artisan Women Asso-
ciation–,  and Asociación de Mujeres Criadoras de Piangua 
(AMCP)– Clam Grower Women’s Association– have their own 
centers, and carry out many activities for the visitors. 

There is a close connection between several of these groups,  
which consider the ADIC to be the pioneer of ecotourism 
activities on the island. 

“Having children is expected to 
be our main goal in life. I had 

many children. I was ill and 
depressed for a long time. Then 
we had the workshops and the 
company of other institutions, 

and we realized that we can 
do many things.”
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The ADIC has 10 affiliate members and five active members. 
These women, who built La Amistad Lodge (their center of 
activities, which is composed by 6 cabins with space for up 
to 30 persons, and an eatery) while offering several kinds 
of tours around the island almost daily, had to overcome an 
endless number of obstacles in order to succeed in their goal. 

During the time I spent with the association, in 2009 and 
2010, I realized that their work is the result of a series of per-
sonal and collective efforts. Those efforts became wonderful 
stories that had the potential to influence other women in 
Costa Rica and Latin America, which became a goal and one 
of the main objectives of the women of ADIC.

DORA MEDINA,
member

women’s association
of chira island
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EFFORT



“I always lived in Chira, and after  
everything that we have gone 
through, I can say that women 
can be producers, have our pro-
jects, our goals... All we need to 
do is keep working.”

– Irma, Member of the Women’s 
Association of Chira Island



INVOLVEMENT



“Sharing with people... educating others 
 about the island... We learn by doing   
 and people like our sincerity.”

– Dora Medina, Member  of the Women’s 
    Association of Chira Island



TRADITIONS



“My mother worked hard to support me, 
  and what I know today is part of what 
  we offer to the tourists. Our identity and   
  traditions have a value.”

– Marta Calderón, ex-member of the Women’s 
    Association of Chira Island



A passenger in the boat to Chira Island, 
a young kid, looks at Puntarenas Port 
as the boat moves away. The long coast 
line of Puntarenas is filled by recreatio-
nal and fishing boats everyday.



from san josé to chira island
Traveling to Chira Island to meet the members of the ADIC 
requires some understanding of the context. Geographically, 
they are isolated from major towns in Costa Rica. Socially, 
they struggle with a rural community that considers women 
as less important, dependent of others, less intelligent, and 
therefore, less capable. 

Consequently, visiting and staying in an island where people 
have this mind-set was a challenge. As a researcher I was 
clear that collecting information and first-hand impressions 
could be complicated when the community doesn’t feel com-
fortable, which means that the most important thing to do was 
to get involved with the stories and be empathetic with every 
individual, to understand their motivations and thoughts.

It is necessary to go through different steps in order to visit 
Chira Island. Although Costa Rica is a small country, and the 
distances are relatively small, the islands  of the Nicoya Gulf 
are far away from the mainland. 

The first step of the trip is to go to Puntarenas Port. If trave-
ling from San José, it is recommended to take the bus, becau-
se there aren’t any parking places for Chira visitors in this 
port. The trip from San José to Puntarenas, by bus, takes 
approximately 2 hours. The bus stop, located in downtown

A GEOGRAPHIC AND ETHNOGRAPHIC JOURNEY
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PACIFIC OCEAN

FIRST PART OF TRIP / BY BUS:

From San José to Puntarenas Port.
69 miles. 2 hours in National Highway.
Buses leave San José every hour.

(Since there are no parking places in Punta-
renas for Chira visitors, it is recommended 
to take the bus).

ALTERNATIVE WAY:

From Costa de Pájaros, Puntarenas, to 
Bocana Port, Chira Island.
Approx. 8 miles. 20 minutes crossing part 
of the Nicoya Gulf. Boats leave Costa 
Pájaros 3 times a day.

SECOND PART OF TRIP / BY BOAT:

From Puntarenas Port to Bocana Beach, 
Chira Island.
20 miles. 50 minutes crossing the Nicoya 
Gulf. The boat leaves Puntarenas once a 
day, at noon.

costa de pájaros

chira island

puntarenas



CARIBBEAN SEA

PANAMA

san josé



The bus from San José arrives to the 
bus station in Puntarenas, right in 
front of the beach. From this point, 
it is necessary to walk approximately 
half mile or take a taxi to the rear side 
of the Central Market, where the boat 
to Chira Island awaits passengers for 
its noon trip.



San José, offers service to Puntarenas every hour, for the 
equivalent of $4 per ticket, one way. 

This trip takes the visitor to Puntarenas via one of the main 
highways in Costa Rica: General Cañas - Bernardo Soto, 
which goes from San José to the North, towards the Pun-
tarenas and Guanacaste Provinces. This highway is also the 
main road to Nicaragua and the rest of Central America. 
Beyond Puntarenas, this route becomes into North Interam-
erican Highway.

Puntarenas is the largest and longest province of Costa Rica. 
It goes from the Nicoya Gulf to the Southern border with 
Panamá. Although it is currently affected by many social 
and economical problems, such as unemployment and con-
tamination, it represents one of the main ports of the coun-
try, where some of the most visited beaches are located. 

Once the bus from San José arrives to downtown Puntar-
enas, the visitor has to walk or take a taxi to the rear side of 
the Central Market, which is where the boat to Chira Island 
receives passengers. This place is shared by all kinds of fish-
ing boats and sellers, so, just being there is a cultural experi-
ence. All kinds of seafood can be found here, along with other

san josé
puntarenas

bocana beach,
chira island

BUS TICKET TO PUNTARENAS: $4.

BOAT TICKET TO CHIRA ISLAND: $15
(ROUND-TRIP)

BUS TICKET TO LA AMISTAD LODGE: $1.5
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Boats from Puntarenas and Costa Pájaros 
arrive to Bocana Port, in the East of Chira 
Island. Boatmen help passengers to get 
off the boat safely, while a bus waits for 
them to start its trip around the island.



varieties of goods usually produced locally. Sellers and fish-
ermen spend long hours socializing and sharing stories and 
jokes with the visitors.

The boat to Chira leaves at noon everyday, offering general 
transportation service for visitors and locals of Chira. It is 
very important to be there ahead of time, because this boat 
usually departs full. Being there early could make the diffe-
rence between getting a good seat and enough space, or 
traveling in an uncomfortable spot, while being squeezed 
by people on the sides. A boat that is intended to be for 20 
people, can make space for up to 30.

Interacting with the islanders on the boat, who immediately 
identify who is foreign and who is local, always opens the 
space for a nice and informal conversation. People tell 
stories, make jokes, and share their days... It seems that 
everybody know each other.

In a matter of minutes, the boat has its direction and takes 
some speed. Little by little, one of the guides starts to distri-
bute life vests, but nobody uses them. It seems that the islan-
ders consider using them unnecessary. After this, the guide 
sits down in the front part of the boat, as people keep chat-
ting or decide to take a nap.

After a while, it is impossible to ignore a very strange feeling 
of isolation every time I looked behind. The mainland seemed 
so far away. But people didn’t seem to be worried at all. 
The trip in the boat is definitively a time for socialization 
and enjoyment.

After 50 minutes crossing the Nicoya Gulf, we arrive in Boca-
na Port, on the Eastern part of the island, close to the man-
groves. This is also the final destination of the boat that of-
fers the same service from Costa Pájaros, a community 30 
minutes North from Puntarenas Port.

Not knowing the location of La Amistad Lodge, the center 
of activities of the ADIC, could create false expectations for 
the visitor. One might think that the lodge is actually close 
to Bocana Beach, but it is actually around nine kilometers to 
the West, on the other side of the island. Therefore, in order 
to get there, it is necessary to take a bus ride for 40 minutes.

This old bus, which strategically waits for the boats from 
Puntarenas and Costa Pájaros, makes several rides a day 
crossing the island. It departs full from Bocana Beach every 
time, and it almost drops off every person at their own house, 
until getting to Puerto Palito, on the other extreme of the 
island. There is a great sense of community in Chira, which 
is also reflected when passengers greet each other with 
a big smile along the way. The bus functions as a movable 
mail box, to send packages and messages from one house to 
another, and to share the latest news of the community.

The bus crosses the island passing by different important 
locations in the communities of Jícaro, San Antonio, and 
Montero: bars, some Catholic and Evangelical churches, the 
police station, two schools, the high school, the Artisans’ 
Center, and the health clinic. Some areas of the island look 
deforested, mainly due to cattle, some agricultural activities
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Boats from Puntarenas 
and Costa Pájaros arrive 
to Bocana Beach, in the 
East side of the island. 
Although this is a port 
with constant traffic, the 
tranquility and peace of 
the place during sunrise 
and sunset is alluring.

BOCANA 
PORT



The eatery is one of the main spots 
of the lodge. It was constructed in 
a lower level of the property  where 
La Amistad Lodge is  located. This 
area is surrounded by primary forest.



and fires. Some other keep their natural richness, after being 
designated a natural preserve or after the efforts of many 
conservation groups, the Women’s Association of Chira 
Island being one of them. The streets in Chira are not paved, 
but they have a moderate quality to ensure that motorcycles 
and bicycles can transit. Cars are few in the island; only some 
persons with better economic possibilities can afford having 
and maintaining one.

The bus takes the visitors right in front of La Amistad Lodge. 
The road from the entrance to the cabins and eatery is a 
nice short walk, in a trail surrounded by forest.

getting to know the women
The members of the association spend most of their time 
in the lodge. They carry out many tasks in order to maintain 
the cabins and eatery clean and nice for the visitors. They 
always insist that one important characteristics of the lodge 
is its rustic and natural look. They have struggled with the 
expectations of many tourists looking for fancy cabins with 
air conditioning, tubs and hot water. Therefore, these are 
services that they don’t expect to offer, because their inter-
est is to provide the visitor an experience based on culture 
and nature, while having close contact with people and the 
families of the members. They organize, for example, fishing 
or educational tours around the island and mangroves.

Once the visitors arrive at the lodge, they are kindly greeted 
by the members, offered freshly brewed coffee or a meal, 
and then, taken to their cabin. The eatery is definitely the 
social spot, where visitors go to read, chat, or share with the 

One visitor staying at the lodge 
shows to his family and members 
of the association his fishing after 
a long day in the sea with local 
fishers.  The association of women 
offers different fishing tours.
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Marta Calderón, who today is an ex-
member of the association, prepares 
dinner for visitors. Cooking is one of 
the most important activities in the 
lodge. The members prepare four di-
fferent meals a day. 



All kinds of native species of fauna 
andfl ora can be found in the trails 
that surround La Amistad Lodge, 
especially those when hiking at 
Cerro Colorado.

members of the association, who always end up telling what 
I think are interesting personal stories. This was the main 
place where I interacted with the women of the association, 
and where the biggest amount of data collection happened. 
All kinds of notes and observations for this project were writ-
ten at the eatery. 

The lodge is surrounded by nature. Starting in the back of 
the lodge’s property, there is a trail constructed by the asso-
ciation that can be used by the visitors to hike across a hill, 
which is part of the Cerro Colorado. 

In the highest part of this hill, the forest opens to offer the 
visitor an amazing view of the Nicoya Gulf. This is one of the 
most accessible ways to experience nature in Chira Island 
while staying at the lodge. Other activities offered to the visi-
tors by the association include bicycle rentals, fishing tours, 
and tours to the small Paloma Island. Usually, the members 
of the association guide these trips to explain to the tour-
ists about different native species and their work aimed to 
preserve the nature of the island. 

The members of the association are not alone. They have 
been able to find many collaborators around the island, and 
many of those are relatives or friends. Also, the association 
tries to buy produce from local farmers whenever there is a 
chance, but agriculture is not one of the main activities of 
the island. Consequently, only some seasonal products and 
poultry can be purchased from producers in Chira, and the 
rest of the products are bought in local stores or in the Pun-
tarenas or Nandayure markets, which entails boat trips cro-
ssing the gulf. Thus, fish and other seafood constitute the 
main diet for the population of Chira.
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All kinds of native species of fauna 
andfl ora can be found in the trails 
that surround La Amistad Lodge, 
especially those when hiking at 
Cerro Colorado.



View of the Nicoya Gulf from the top of  
the hill in Cerro Colorado,  which is close 
to La Amistad Lodge.



The families of the associates definitely play an important 
role in the daily activities of the association. Most of the 
members are married and have children, and they need the 
support of their families to be able to work in the lodge.

As stated in the second chapter of this document, women 
have traditionally been in social disadvantage in Latin 
America, and more specifically, in rural areas, and Chira 
Island is not the exception. The members of the association 
have gone through endless obstacles to demonstrate their 
capacities, to believe in themselves, and to gain respect in 
their community. They are pioneers of ecotourism activity 
on the island, while demonstrating the importance of em-
powering women and their families to produce income and 
acquire agency. 

Thus, husbands and children actively participate in the 
activities of the association. The husbands usually provide 
transportation and facilitate the fishing tours, and the 
children take care of each other while their mothers work at 
the lodge, or simply make their mothers company while they 
look after the visitors. So, it is normal to get to know many 
members of their families while staying at La Amistad Lodge. 

After one or two days with the association, I was already able 
to recognize their corresponding families and how they col-
laborate during the day. They try not to get involved with the 
visitors, but anytime there is an opportunity, husbands and 
children engage in informal conversations with the tourists.

I particularly developed a nice relation with Irma, Dora Me-
dina’s daughter; Keilym, Dora’s niece; Lilliana Martínez and 
her husband Melvin, and Dora’s husband, Gabriel. But in 

Marta Calderón. She was an active member of the as-
sociation until 2010, when different personal situations 
obliged her to stay longer periods of time at home.

Don Gabriel, Dora Medina’s husband. He can be found 
fishing in Puerto Palito daily. He acknowledges the hard 
work that the women’s association carry out since 1999.

Keilym, Dora Medina’s niece. She graduated from the 
Chira High School in 2009. She is one of the most active 
members of the association.
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general, all the members, ex-members, and collaborators of 
this association are accessible, humble in origin, but confi-
dent that they can produce social and economic change in 
order to improve their life and the life of the community.

involvement with the community
According to the members of the association, everybody 
on the island knows each other, they know where everyone 
lives, and they recognize a visitor. I rented a bicycle and ride 
around the island to get to know the people in the communi-
ties and the streets.

After a few minutes in the road to Puerto Palito, the main 
port of the island, I corroborated that bikes, along with mo-
torcycles, are the main means of transportation. Not having 
one results in long walks between communities.

The roads around Chira are colorful, usually surrounded by 
plants and animals. Some hills make biking more challenging 
but equally enjoyable. By bike it is possibly to access some 
more isolated beaches, such as Muerto Beach and Montero 
Beach, but these are still surrounded by some households.

Arriving to Puerto Palito, approximately two kilometers from 
La Amistad Lodge, is a nice social experience. People gather 
in this area to socialize, and most households are located 
here. Fishermen meet in Palito, and the majority of tours of-
fered by the ADIC depart from this port. 

While being in the area, talking with people happens natu-
rally. There are always many people outside the stores and 
houses and they like having visitors, although they seem 
timid at the beginning. A fisherman walking from his boat

“Here! 
Take one of these...
I just caught them. 

The ladies of the 
lodge will prepare it 

for you”

Don German,
fisherman of Palito
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MAGDALENO  FERNANDEZ
Fishermen Association



is one of the persons who accepted my greeting more openly. 
I believe that people, if approached correctly, will certainly 
feel comfortable to share experiences and stories and to 
embrace newcomers. 

During those trips to Palito, I also met Magdaleno Fernández, 
President of the Fishermen’s Association of Palito (until 2010), 
and Abelardo Brais, owner of the fishery located in the same 
port. These men, who have been immensely important in the 
development of the fishing activity in the area, believe that 
the ADIC is certainly a successful group of women, but they 
should always keep working to help other women or groups 
to develop their own projects.

discovering the island’s visual identity
One of the elements that define Chira is its signs. They can 
be found all over the island, used to approach a myriad of 
issues and topics in many different ways. There seem to be 
different categories of signs: the “Welcome” signs located 
strategically in ports and some touristic places with diffe-
rent visual styles, signs addressing issues related to con-
tamination and recycling, signs related to religion, and co-
mmercial signs. Although the majority of street signs have a 
defined style, the rest of the signs of the island offer an end-
less number of colors, type styles, and designs. Signs in La 
Amistad Lodge also follow this practice.

According to Kyra Cruz, Director of ACTUAR (Rural Asso-
ciation of Communitarian Tourism), they try to help the com-
munities they work with to incorporate signs that have a 
formal relationship with their natural rural surroundings. 
This identity construction is a constant in many rural areas
 

“The Women’s Association 
  have done a really good job, 
  but we are doing good things 
  too, and we also need a lot 
  of support”

– Don Magdaleno, 
   Fishermen’s Association
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Street signs around Chira Island are beautifu-
lly handmade. They refl ect the color of the 
island and the nature that surrounds it, while 
keeping a nice rustic style. 

These signs approach different aspects of life 
in the community in very interesting visual 
ways. For example, they use them to welcome 
visitors, and to try having more involvement 
of the community in religious groups.

Representatives from several organizations 
and NGOs also provide signs to support cam-
paigns related to recycling and pollution. 









I have visited, where people accept it as part of their own col-
lective understanding of ruralism.

acknowledging the women’s legacy
The members of the association have a very defined concept 
of natural harmony. Since the beginning, when they started 
the construction of their lodge in 2003, they were clear in 
their idea to use non-polluting or recycled materials, or ma-
terials that don’t need to be substituted after short periods 
of time, considering the weather conditions of the tropical 
forest that surround them. Therefore, the bases and walls of 
the cabins are made out of reused compact woods, and the 
tin roofs have a special treatment that prevents rusting. It 
has been 7 years since the construction of the cabins, and 
they still look brand new. 

For the association, the last 10 years have been a constant 
learning process. Different academic groups and organiza-
tions have carried out workshops with this and other orga-
nized groups, and the women of the association have been 
able to collect and apply new knowledge daily. With this they 
can improve the services for the visitors, and find new ways 
to expand their activities, which result in better economic 
conditions for them and their families. People around Chira 
acknowledge their skills, and many consider these women 
as role-models. They constantly participate in different acti-
vities in their communities, churches, and schools, which 
expands the influence that they have in Chira Island.

While being at the lodge, I had many opportunities to talk 
with the different members of the association. After contac-

ting Lilliana Martínez by phone, the first woman I met at 
the lodge was Dora Medina, who I found always tells stories 
about her life before becoming part of this association. She 
suffered of many illnesses and depression, and participating 
in this group helped her stay focussed and heal faster. 

On the other hand, Marta Calderón, who was one of the 
youngest members for a long time, told me about the diffi-
culties of being married and having children on the island. 
Despite the fact that she never needed to work or fish while 
being a teenager or before having a partner, becoming a mo-
ther and wife always prevented her to carry out other eco-
nomic activities. This situation is shared by other members, 
including Lilliana Martínez, who always worked and had 
more opportunities before moving to the island. 

Being part of the daily activities of the association opened 
many opportunities to share feelings, stories, and experien-
ces. These informal spaces offered a more fluid and legiti-
mate way to understand their motivations and feelings, 
which resulted in valuable first-hand accounts of the dy-
namics between the ADIC and the rest of the community 
and families.

Knowing the context where these women live, and getting 
closer to their relatives and partners helped me understand 
better the reasons why these women have the profound 
interested to spread the voice about their work and tell oth-
ers about their story, which became into this collaborative 
project intended to inspire other women in disadvantaged 
conditions, first in Costa Rica, and then in Central America.²

2. Since November of 2009, the ADIC, and more specifically, Lilliana Martínez, became 
    part of the Red de Posadas Rurales (Rural Lodging Network), a group of small lodging   
    owners of Central America, which works from Guatemala city. They have several mee-
    tings during the year, and the ADIC actively participate in them.
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Panoramic view of Palito Port. The houses of the 
members of the association are located here.

This port is the center of operation for many fisher-
men. The main fishery of the area is also here.



Commerce of cattle to and from the island 
is carried out in big boats that usually 
come from Nandayure, Guanacaste.



Montero beach, located in the Northern 
part of the island, is an isolated place.

Some of the few families that live close to 
this beach keep their boats here, instead 
of doing it in Palito Port.





During my field research in Chira Island I was able to obser-
ve the unique activities of the association. The active mem-
bers follow a very efficient work structure, and they are pio-
neers in many ways: they built the cabins and an eatery with 
their own hands, and they learned how to create connections 
with different institutions and organizations, understanding 
how to write project proposals to get funding. They have chan-
ged the mentality of their husbands, who acknowledge the 
importance of their wives’ work, collaborating with them 
daily. Therefore, the ADIC wanted to work in collaboration 
with other groups of women so they could develop their own 
entrepreneurial ideas.

In this sense, my project was to collaborate with these wom-
en to spread their voice about their work and function as a 
motivator for other women. The members of the association 
believe in themselves, in their skills and potential, and they 
have actively changed their life and the life of their family 
through hard work. But, structuring activities to support this 
objective was hard to define after I returned from the island 
to my studio.

For example, some of my first efforts focused on the produc-
tion of ideas for the creation of materials for workshops. 
These were to help other women develop their own self-es-
teem, while learning from the work of the association. At the 
same time, I wanted to visually explore the main social and 
economic dynamics that surround the association’s project. 

RECOGNIZING AND COMMUNICATING  
THE POWER OF A STORY

“...Chira, a place where 
  women protect peace 
  and life...”

– Tourist writes about his visit to   
   Chira Island, in author’s notebook.
   July 16th, 2009
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“When fishing is not going 
well, our wives help us 
paying the bills... Their 
work is very important 
for the family.”

– Marvin, Lilliana Martinez’ 
   husband.



“When fishing is not going 
well, our wives help us 
paying the bills... Their 
work is very important 
for the family.”

– Marvin, Lilliana Martinez’ 
   husband.

After a period of time and several attempts to explore the 
issues I mentioned, I realized that there was a basic element 
that I was taking for granted: the inspiring story of the mem-
bers of the association. A story creates empathy, it encour-
ages solidarity, and opens spaces for discussion, collabora-
tion, and most importantly, empowerment. So, the chance 
to work with a simpler, but more inviting and inspiring ideal, 
was the path I took next.

I understood that the work of the ADIC is a successful exam-
ple of sustainable development in a marginalized community, 
and this model can be widely replicated in different contexts 
and regions. In conversations with members of the associa-
tion, they constantly expressed their goal to share their pro-
cess, experiences, and the results of their project with other 
communities in Costa Rica and Latin America, which result-
ed in the idea of telling their very personal story in different 
levels and mediums. 

design research|storytelling|collaboration
Visual communication and graphic design play an important 
role in engaging, informing, educating, persuading, and ma-
king complex information intelligible to popular audiences. 
Visualizing the story of the ADIC was a challenge, despite 
that many people may feel attracted to it and identify with 
it. Personal stories can be textually replicated in books, or 
they become part of the collective identity of a culture or 
community. Finding new visual ways to tell these stories in 
different contexts and mediums is not the norm, but can be 
very powerful.

A story creates empathy
it encourages solidarity, 

and opens spaces for 
discussion, collaboration, 

and empowerment.
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A story could be communicated well to reach broader com-
munities with different ranges of literacy and backgrounds. 
Thus, in order to make change, a strategy had to be devel-
oped to ensure that the information (the story) is relevant in 
a particular context, which, in this case, are women in disad-
vantaged communities in Costa Rica and Latin America.

During my field research activities, in 2009 and 2010, I 
worked in collaboration with the members of the associa-
tion, other people in the community (mainly community lead-
ers and people directly related to the work of the women), 
and relevant experts and tourism organizations in San José, 
Costa Rica (Asociación Costarricense de Turismo Rural 
Comunitario, ACTUAR; Instituto de Estudios de la Mujer, 
IEM; and Cooperativa Ecoturística Nacional, COOPRENA). 
All this in order to have a broader understanding of ecotour-
ism in Costa Rica, and how women are an active part of it in 
rural communities.

All these activities were developed in a rich learning envi-
ronment, where the members of the association and myself 
informed each other along the way. Cultural exchange, expe-
riences, discovery and partnership were essential to produ-
ce context-specific information, in order to encourage a kind 
of design that is collaborative and understands real-world 
needs and personal experiences.

Being in direct contact with these women and the people of 
Chira Island, understanding their life style and motivations, 
instead of working in a vacuum, are activities that open 
spaces for collaboration to solve communication needs.

project objectives
My research is aimed at exploring ways in which visual com-
munication and graphic design can leverage methods and 
spaces to tell a story in order to 

Communicate the complex social, cultural, and economic 
context and dynamics that surround the development of the 
ecotourism project of the ADIC. 

Collaborate in the engagement and empowerment of the 
participants of this ecotourism project to tell others about 
their personal experiences. 

Generate practical mediums for the association of women to 
use with other communities and groups where similar initia-
tives in rural areas are being developed, and in other public 
spaces where their work is displayed. 

Help empower the association of women to be agents of 
communication, as they have already proven to be agents 
of change. 

research methods
With the use of a myriad of ethnographic research methods, 
along with visual anthropology techniques to produce, col-
lect, and interpret data, I was able to understand the activi-
ties of the members of the association, their motives, the 
role that society and culture have in the island, and the main 
relations and connections that characterize life in Chira. 

1.

2.

3.

4.
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These disciplines of social study work great with the prin-
ciples of design thinking and design research, based on the
importance of collaboration and personal involvement with 
people. They are necessary because they engender empathy 
when dealing with different audiences and groups, aiming 
for a better understanding of people’s needs and interests.

In this sense, I became a participant in the daily life of the 
association. I shared my own experiences with them to en-
courage an equal personal relationship with the women and 
their families, and to break the inevitable expectation that 
people could have of me as an stranger in the island. 

Part of my experiences included short trips around the is-
land, informal conversations with people on the streets and 
neighbourhoods, visiting houses of members and ex-mem-
bers of the association, and the establishment of relations 
with store owners and other organized groups. 

I kept records of these experiences through the use of con-
textual images, video, audio, personal observations, inter-
views, informal conversations, and other people’s writing. 
These materials composed the main content of the final 
products of this Master in Fine Arts project (which are ex-
plained in more detail later in this document) and the visual 
compositions used to support my writing in this document.

It is important to clarify that this project is based only on the 
story of the members of the ADIC. Nevertheless, their fami-
lies, husbands, and other persons related to these women 
are mentioned in the document many times. They are con-
sidered a vital constituent of this research, given that they 

are also part of the connections these women have with 
the larger community of the island and its daily social and 
economic activities.
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One of the most interesting resources I collected was the 
hand-written testimonies and observations of tourists and 
visitors of Chira. 

I asked visitors to write on my notebook about their perso-
nal experiences in the island and their opinions about the 
place and the work of the members of the ADIC.





trial and error: first ideas and prototypes
As mentioned in the beginning of the previous section, the 
first elements that I explored after my first field research 
trip were the relations and connections that exist between 
the members of the association and their ecotourism project 
and different entities and individuals in the community of 
Chira. Also, I explored possible ways for the members of the 
ADIC to inspire other women to start their development initia-
tives, solidifying their confidence and self-esteem.

The women are active in the educational, economic, and so-
cial sectors of their island. They have changed social roles 
and have served as inspiration for teenagers to start their 
own businesses or to continue their studies, and for other 
women to believe in their own capabilities. The women of the 
association participate in their churches and schools, and 
educate visitors about the importance of natural conserva-
tion and rural development.

Those connections started to become more and more rele-
vant every time I reviewed the notes and observations I took 
and the videos I recorded with many hours of informal conver-
sations and interviews. The members of the association were 
always telling stories, both about their project and themselves, 
and the need of the women to tell others about their work 
and become an inspiration was always a constant. 

TIME, SPACE, AND VOICE
multi-spacial storytelling

Various notes and transcripts 
from interviews with Dora 
Medina, member  of ADIC, 
visitors and husbands.

JULY, 2009
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Attempting to improve the mediums that the members use 
to help other women, I started to ideate possible materials 
about self-esteem construction, that could be part of work-
shops taught by the women of the association. 

For example, one of my earliest ideas was the creation of a 
Saint, which would appeal to the catholic traditions of Costa 
Ricans and people in Latin America. This Saint, who I called 
Santa Estima (Saint Esteem), would be an illustrated saint 
that women could turn to, in order to find comfort every time 
they feel hopeless or depressed. 

This saint will be presented in a series of collectable cards. 
The main motivation to develop this idea was the fact that 
Costa Ricans carry all sorts of motivational cards in their 
wallets every day. Cards with prayers, saints, and virgins are 
the most common. These cards work as amulets or charms 
to feel protected against bad luck, sickness, or poverty. 

Thus, creating collectable cards with motivational messages 
and prayers to Santa Estima, that the women of the ADIC 
would distribute to the women, might be a useful way to 
help them feel supported and more secure through an item 
that they receive from someone else who is an inspirational 
model. They, later on, would be able to share these cards 
with other women too.

After discussing this idea with colleagues and my Creative 
Project committee, I started to realize that this idea might 
not be as effective as it seemed. One of the main obstacles 
to develop this card series was the fact that people in Chira Sketch of Santa Estima, by my friend Flory Sanabria, who 

is a painter and illustrator from Costa Rica. I asked her to 
collaborate with me to create an identity for this saint. 
Here, she proposes the image of a woman who looks pos-
sitive and happy, incorporating some of the features of 
Costa Rican women from rural areas.
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it is a tradition for Costa Ricans to have 
in their wallet all sorts of cards with 
saints, virgins, prayers, and motivational 
messages. These cards work as amulets or 
charms to feel protected against bad luck, 
sickness, or poverty. 



Island are mainly Evangelical. People from the Evangelical 
Church don’t venerate saints, as the Catholic Church does.³

The geographic distance of Chira Island from the main land 
had provoked an emotional separation from the Catholic 
religion, which is reflected in the growing number of Evange-
lical churches and the lack of people in the scarce masses 
performed at the Catholic churches in the island. On the 
other hand, there are Evangelical meetings twice a week, in 
several locations around the island.

Consequently, the cards of Santa Estima were discarded. 
It was imperative to create mediums that appeal to women 
beyond their religious beliefs. Thus, it was during this time 
that I started to realize that the story of the women of the 
association was, indeed, the most interesting and useful 
resource that they have in order to reach other women. This 
is even more important than creating a practical material or 
item to use in workshops. Through this story, many women 
could feel compelled and inspired to develop their own 
projects, resulting in higher self-esteem and socioeconomic 
change in their own communities.

For this reason, I decided to come back to the analysis of 
connections and threads that exist between the members 
of the association and others in their community, to start 
contextualizing the story. I wanted to develop a visual sys-
tem that helps others understand geography, society, and 
economy in relation to the work of the association.

With this in mind, I proposed the creation of a Map of Con-
nections, keeping in mind the sense of place through the

3. Ontario Consultants on Religious Tolerance. Comparing the beliefs of Roman Catholics 
    and Conservative Protestants.  On http://www.religioustolerance.org/chr_capr.htm (ac-
    cessed on November 25th, 2010, and January 10th, 2011).

creation of layers of meaning, that would exemplify aspects of 
the life of the association of women. 

Later on, I developed a timeline, intended to contextualize the 
story of the women of the association in time, and finally, a 
video and a series of cards with motivational messages from 
the members, to represent their voice.

space: map of connections
This map was first developed as a book, composed of different 
layers in order to visualize economy, social roles, religion, the 
relation between the members of the association and their 
husbands, their relation with their families, the community, 
and their own personal backgrounds. 

These relations and threads created crossing points of key-
words, from interviews and excepts of testimonies that deal 
with the topics, that relate with their corresponding layer. 
For example, the layer that represents economy will cross 
points such as poverty, empowerment, entrepreneurship, 
and desire. These keywords could also be shared with other 
layers (see sketches and prototypes in pages72 to78).

This first prototypes were intended to represent the layers of 
meaning through transparencies. After several critiques and 
meetings, the book, although looking attractive and visually 
interesting, was not communicating enough–it needed con-
text, it needed the voice of the people, it needed identity. 

The book was presenting a complex series of networks and 
connections which couldn’t be as interesting or easy to read

70



by women from rural areas of Latin America, or even by pro-
fessionals in the discipline of design research and graphic 
design, which is the secondary target audience of this piece.

The evolution of this map took me to the development of a 
larger piece, using only one layer to represent all the connec-
tions through color, but incorporating pictures of places and 
people, with the use of thick descriptions to contextualize 
the space and the life of the women of the association. 

These visual elements, along with the actual path and repre-
sentation in scale of the island and the route of the bus from 
Bocana Beach to Palito Port, form the main content of this 
Map of Connections.

The final version of the map, whose size is 80x65 inches, was 
first presented in December of 2009. During this presenta-
tion I had the chance to receive valuable and extended feed-
back from my Creative Project committee, other faculty mem-
bers, and from my graduate peers. 

Adjusting details and incorporating some extra pieces of 
information were the following steps before heading to Chira 
Island again that month, to present the Map of Connections. 
I went to received input from the association of women, in 
order to learn the functionality of the piece and to validate 
its use between the different members and among other 
women who collaborate with the association.  

Besides, during the user-testing visit in Chira Island, I had 
the opportunity to listen the opinion of the families and hus-
bands of the women of the association about the map. 

Fortunately, it was understood and also accepted as a useful 
and accurate piece representing the complex dynamics of 
the island in relation with the association. 

They were surprised with the size of the map, which facili-
tates its readability and imposes presence in the spaces. 
They also enjoyed seeing their pictures as part of the map, 
strategically located where their main activities happen 
daily in different locations of the island.

The map represents different levels of information using 
different type sizes, color, and photographs. The reader can 
get closer to the map to gradually understand the different 
connections, meanings, and spaces presented in the map.

This piece can be displayed alone, or it can be part of the 
whole materials system I created to visualize the story of the 
association in different ways. 
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MAP OF CONNECTIONS ::: 

Sketches from notebooks,
August to October, 2009

TOP LINE: Sketches and notes to 
discover keywords and catego-
ries to classify information from 
interviews and testimonies, in 
order to define layers of mean-
ing and different connections 
between the Women’s Asso-
ciation of Chira Island and the 
larger community of the island.

BOTTOM LINE: Sketches and clas-
sification of icons to represent 
the different layers in the Map 
of Connections.



MAP OF CONNECTIONS ::: Corrections, notes and printouts, 
October and November, 2009

TOP LINE & CENTER: Notes and corrections of the first map proposal, 
during and after critiques and meetings with thesis committee and 
graduate partners. In this stage, the idea of using transparent layers 
and to incorporate some writing, context, and photographs started 
to take form.

BOTTOM LINE: Printouts with notes and corrections of different 
ways in which the different layers of meaning could be presented.



MAP OF CONNECTIONS ::: Prototype printout
October, 2009

This diagram represents one of the first proposals 
of the Map of Connections. 

Before designing the second map prototype with 
a series of transparent layers to represent the dif-
ferent connections, I proposed a design where all 
of them were together in one single layer.





MAP OF CONNECTIONS ON BOOK FORMAT ::: November, 2009

These are thumbnails of the different layers that composed the first version of the Map 
of Connections, in book format. These layers were printed in transparent paper, to add 
a sense of dimension and to overlap the layers of meaning in different ways. 

After presenting this version, I acknowledged that it was lacking context, identity, and 
the voice of the people. The complexity of the connections and networks presented in 
this map, although visually interesting, was not communicating enough information 
about the story of the women of the association. It seemed unclear and hard to read. 

I decided to reconsider the format of this map. The next effort was towards the creation 
of the second and definite version of the map, were other visual elements were included 
to create a more complete, bigger, and friendlier representation of the relations, connec-
tions, and dynamics of the Women’s Association of Chira Island, and its community. 



PROTOTYPE OF MAP OF CONNECTIONS–
TRANSPARENCY BOOK ::: November, 2009

Detail of pages/transparencies inside book. 
Each transparency represented one connection
between the women of the ADIC and other in-
dividuals or entities in the island. 

All the connections had different points in com-
mon, creating a series of networks that could be 
overlapped.



MAP OF CONNECTIONS ::: Corrections on pre-final prototype. 
November, 2009

Detail of notes and corrections on prototype of the map before
its final production in the 80x60 inches final size.



MAP OF CONNECTIONS / FINAL VERSION

December, 2009

The final version of the map was first exhibited in 
the Graphic Design Area at the University of Florida. 
Students and faculty were able to see it before I took 
it to Chira Island.



MAP OF CONNECTIONS–FINAL | 80x60 inches



MAP OF CONNECTIONS–FINAL ::: Detail

Detail of upper left corner of map, with a short in-
troduction of the piece and symbols used in map.



MAP OF CONNECTIONS–FINAL ::: Detail

Detail of area where La Amistad Lodge is located. 
There, the members of the association carry out 
the majority of their activities. In this place many 
situations happen daily, mainly related to family 
and economy.



MAP OF CONNECTIONS–FINAL ::: Detail

Detail of area of Palito Port. The majority  of the 
households are located in this place. Fishermen 
carry out their activities here, and visitors start 
their guided tours in this port.



Lilliana Martínez, president of the ADIC, was the 
first member I had the opportunity to discuss with 
the Map of Connections, in my second trip to Chira 
Island, in December of 2009. She was emphatic in 
the fact that the size of the map helps others to read 
it better, and having the actual map of the island im-
proves the understanding of distances and locations.  



timeline
After the definition and production of the Map of Connec-
tions, I started to consider more ways to represent the story 
of the association of women. I was already visualizing it in 
terms of space, but there were still many other elements 
and information about the story of the ADIC that needed 
to be communicated. 

The ADIC began in 1999, and, since then, the women of the 
association had to overcome endless obstacles, while learn-
ing and helping others improve their economic conditions. 
Therefore, the facts and events that marked the evolution 
of their project and their own personal lives had to be repre-
sented in time.

For this reason, I developed a Timeline, that represents ten 
years of story of the ADIC. This Timeline is divided in two 
levels: the upper part has the factual that relates directly 
to the development of the ADIC and its relation with other 
groups of people in the island, other associations, and their 
presence in the media. 

The lower part has the activities carried out directly by the 
association during those years. For example, the construc-
tion of the cabins in 2003 and their first trips to ecotourism 
conferences in Guatemala, in 2009. 

This Timeline visually interprets the story through images, 
thick descriptions, and newspaper archives facilitated by 
Mai Brenes, from the Center of Women Studies of the Natio-
nal University of Costa Rica. I also used excerpts from inter-
views and pieces of my field work writing. 

During the prototyping stage, I explored different ways to ar-
range the information to reflect the actual order of the events 
through time and the information to better explain them.

I also experimented with the size of the Timeline and the pla-
cement of legends and symbology in the space, which were 
more complex in the first prototypes. I put my prototypes on 
display several times in order to receive in-depth feedback.

After several revisions, the information and styles of the 
Timeline were much simpler. The arrangement of the elements
and the dimensions of the final version were more accurate 
to improve its readability, allowing me to give a more defined 
space to every element in the piece.

Its final size, 75x35 inches, gives the Timeline a strong pres-
ence. It can accompany the Map of Connections and the rest 
of the pieces (the timeline and map have size similarities, 
working together as a storytelling system), or be displayed 
alone, depending on the context and space it is used.

This Timeline was also taken to Chira Island for its user-
testing. Once again, I was able to share it with the members 
of the ADIC and their families, who collaborated in the elabo-
ration of the piece from Chira Island. 

The piece was received well by the association of women and 
their collaborators, provoking all kinds of comments and good 
feedback on possible ways to use it, placement, and how it 
integrates their story and their successful project through 
the visuals and short pieces of text.
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TIMELINE ::: Prototypes
March, 2010

These prototypes represent different 
design possibilities I explored during 
the first months of 2010. The main
structure of the Timeline stayed the 
same along the way, but elements like 
iconography, decoration, keys, and 
legends changed several times.



PROTOTYPE–TIMELINE ::: March, 2010

Corrections and annotations on tiled prototype.
Having it on display opened the opportunity to
get feedback from faculty and my graduate peers.



PROTOTYPE–TIMELINE ::: March, 2010

Detail of previous.





TIMELINE–FINAL
April, 2010
75x35 inches 



LILLIA

yo siempre pensé que tenía que haber 
una forma para que                          la mujer tenga 
derechos y pueda tener su 
propio dinero

Members of the association discuss the 
Timeline during its user-testing, in 2010.



LILLIANA MARTINEZ

yo siempre pensé que tenía que haber 
una forma para que                          la mujer tenga 
derechos y pueda tener su 
propio dinero.

voice: altered testimonies
To accompany the Timeline, I developed a series of collages 
that derive from an altered book I created based on my field 
research activities and the life and story of the ADIC.

These collages deal with different visual explorations of 
textures, colors, text, images, and interviews to the members 
of the association. Mixing these mediums and excerpts of 
testimonies resulted in beautiful portraits of the story, where 
both the message and the visuals support different facts 
along the Timeline. 

Fourteen different collages give voice to the members of the 
association and give space to my own research writing to 
expand on facts from the Timeline related to, for instance, 
the situation of women in Chira Island, the development of 
other women’s associations in the island (such as the AMA), 
and the work developed by other institutes and the National 
University with the women of the island, since 1999.

The collages, whose final size is 5x5 inches, were first used 
during this project public exhibition (see page 97). They were 
connected to the Timeline using red thread, to emphasize 
the relation between both elements.

voice: video
In order to keep representing the story of the women’s asso-
ciation through Voice, I developed a twelve minute video. 
It is divided in chapters, where the women speak about the

ALTERED TESTIMONIES ::: Detail of collage– March, 2010

These collages mix different media and excerpts from interviews.
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GABY HERNANDEZ | OBSERVACION

el local de las artesanas es amplio y muy
bien iluminado... me cuenta Doña Rita que 
lo hicieron con sus propias manos,

al igual que la asociación de
damas, las artesanas trajeron
los materiales ellas mismas.

JULIA RITA MEDINA | ARTESANA

con las damas del albergue nos llevamos muy 
bien, gracias a ellas arrancamos, porque

el turismo que las visita viene
también a vernos y a comprar.

KEYLIN | COLABORADORA

he podido compartir con la 
gente... he logrado romper 
barreras,             yo era muy 
tímida, pero he 
madurado.

LILLIANA MARTINEZ

la mujer venía de pescar e iba a buscar 
la leña,          el hombre si quería se 
iba para la cantina.

MARTA CALDERON

Mai Brenes y el Instituto de Estudios de la 
Mujer nos ayudaron a salir adelante,

aprendimos que si podíamos
lograr muchas cosas.

GABY HERNANDEZ | OBSER VACION

me sorprende que Lilliana me hable sobre
cómo las mujeres en Chira se sienten muy
desvalorizadas... es triste pensar que en

una isla tan hermosa, tan rica, 
las personas no vean el valor
de su trabajo, de su esfuerzo.

JULIA RITA MEDINA | ARTESANA

el trabajo de la asociación ha sido muy bueno, 
le dieron otra oportunidad a la mujer...

otras mujeres en la isla si que
pueden hacer lo mismo.

LILLIANA MARTINEZ

...era costumbre que el hombre se llevara 
a la mujer a pescar,                         por el machismo,
porque les daba miedo que al 
llegar, la mujer no estuviera.

GABY HERNANDEZ | OBSERVACION

el Albergue La Amistad está en medio del
bosque, perdido entre la naturaleza local,

las habitaciones están muy
bien elaboradas, hechas con
materiales no contaminantes.

GABY HERNANDEZ | OBSERVACION

conversando con los esposos de las damas
asociadas, comprendí que los hombres

también atravesaron un largo
camino hacia el cambio, que 
hoy les permite ayudar a sus 
esposas en su proyecto.

JESENNIA FERNANDEZ | E X-SOCIA FUNDADORA

yo, como ex-socia fundadora, sé de la 
importancia del trabajo que la asociación 
lleva a cabo,                 me gusta que las 
miembras sigan con él, ya 
que es el resultado luego 
de mucho esfuerzo

LILLIANA MARTINEZ

cuando yo llegué a la isla, me encontré con
unas costumbres muy diferentes a las mías, 

acá no había un horario para
trabajar, y la gente pescaba.

ALTERED TESTIMONIES :::  Collages – March, 2010

These collages mix different media and excerpts from interviews.



JULIA RITA MEDINA | ARTESANA

con las damas del albergue nos llevamos muy  

bien, gracias a ellas arrancamos, porque

el turismo que las visita viene
también a vernos y a comprar.

ALTERED TESTIMONIES ::: Detail of collage



MARTA CALDERON

Mai Brenes y el Instituto de Estudios de la 
Mujer nos ayudaron a salir adelante,

aprendimos que si podíamos
lograr muchas cosas.

ALTERED TESTIMONIES ::: Detail of collage



ALTERED TESTIMONIES :::  Collages + Timeline– April, 2010

Collages connected to Timeline during the public exhibition 
of this project.



beginning of their association, the limitations that women in 
the island have had to improve their economy and livelihood, 
and the planning of their ecotourism project and support they 
got from different entities. 

In the video, the husbands acknowledge the value of their 
wives’ work, and two collaborators speak about the example 
that the association has set for other people and groups in 
the island. Towards the end of the video, members of the as-
sociation comment about their ecotourism project in per-
spective, while giving recommendations to other women who 
intend to start their own development projects.

This video is based on recorded interviews from my first 
field-research visit to the island. These interviews were made 
in different spaces, such as La Amistad Lodge and Palito 
Port. The order of the arguments and the facts presented 
propose a solid overview of the story of these women, told 
by themselves. The expressions, gestures, and language of 
the members of the ADIC and the rest of the participants in 
this video add great symbolic meaning to the story, giving us 
more information about their lifestyle, their feelings, pas-
sions, and preoccupations.

voice: cards of testimonios
While working on the Map of Connections, I developed a se-
ries of cards called Testimonios. These cards are a collecta-
ble set of inspirational messages from the members of the 
association of women. 

VIDEO ::: Stills– April, 2010

Stills showing members of the ADIC explaining their experiences work-
ing with NGOs and the National University in 1999. Also, two of the 
husbands talk about understanding their wives’ work and how much 
they support them economically when the fishing activity is scarce.
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Each card shows a photograph of a woman with her corres-
ponding message. On the back, there is a floral pattern based 
on the flora found in the lodge area. 

These cards represent the women using their own voice to 
tell their story in pieces. All the messages relate to the re-
sults of their hard work, and the effort it takes to fulfill their 
dream while believing in themselves as a group and as valu-
able and capable individuals.

public exhibition | april 2010
The project materials were exhibited at the University Galle-
ry of the University of Florida in April 2010. They were presen-
ted as a complete unit, working as a group to present all the 
different ways that the story of the women of the ADIC can 
be visualized.

Since the main audience of this project are women in Chira 
Island, and other women in rural areas of Costa Rica and 
Latin America, all the pieces were created in Spanish. For 
this specific exhibition, I provided a project abstract in Eng-
lish to help the audience understand the project and digest 
the information. At the same time, the video has subtitles 
and chapter introductions in English.

The materials are intended to be light in weight, easy to 
reproduce and mobilize, given that these are to be used by 
the members of the ADIC to represent their story and inspire 
other women with their work and experiences, in different 
contexts and spaces, including their lodge in Chira Island.

CARDS OF TESTIMONIOS ::: Examples– April, 2010

Each card has a picture of one of the members of the ADIC and a message 
related to her particular learning experiences since they started their ecot-
ourism project. On the back, there is afl oral pattern that relates to existing 
species in La Amistad Lodge area.
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PUBLIC EXHIBITION :::  April, 2010

Visitors watch video. The space is open,
allowing the people to move easily 
from one pice to the other.



PUBLIC EXHIBITION :::  April, 2010

Visitor watches video. The space is open,
allowing the people to move easily 
from one pice to the other.



PUBLIC EXHIBITION :::  April, 2010

Visitors look at the Timeline. People
tended to start looking the exhibition
with either the video or the Timeline,
to then keep moving to the rest of 
the pieces.



PUBLIC EXHIBITION :::  April, 2010

Visitors look at the Timeline and video. 



PUBLIC EXHIBITION :::  April, 2010

A visitor take a closer look at the cards
Testimonios. These were placed on 
a pedestal to allow the people touch
them, turn them, and read them.



inclusion of ethnography in the design practice
The collaborative development of materials to visualize the story 
of the members of the ADIC was an experience that helped my 
understanding of design research and the power of storytelling. 
The implementation of ethnographic methods in order to work in 
the context where these women live was vital for the success of 
this project. 

Throughout the development of this project, I worked with the 
women of the ADIC in a space of mutual collaboration, constant 
learning, and empathy, leading the path for the recognition of 
needs, motivations, and key concepts. This fostered visual solu-
tions to communicate their story. 

Contrary to advertising, where audience analysis is usually devel-
oped using focus groups, questionnaires, or simple observation, 
getting involved with people and their actual living context gave 
me the opportunity to collect more genuine information, allowing 
me to have a deeper grasp of existing communication problems, 
in order to develop context-specific solutions and responses.

I believe that this methodology can be applied not only in story-
telling, but in many other branches of the social design activity, 
from the discovery of visual communication problems to the 
development of complete design systems.

CONCLUSIONS

“The value placed on 
designers’ work will

likewise increase,
as independent creators,

members of organizations 
and shapers of culture.”

Brenda Laurel
Design Research, 

Methods and Perspectives
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Furthermore, this Creative Project shows that graphic de-
signers can work closer with humans, as a way to under-
stand their needs and lifestyles, in order to help improve 
economies, societies, and collaborate with the development 
of culture.

I’m convinced that partnerships and collaborations between 
designers, people, audiences, communities, and profession-
als from other disciplines of study allows the exchange of 
information from different perspectives. This results in the 
establishment of knowledge societies, which is one of the 
biggest values of design research and design thinking.

Knowledge societies are successful spaces where learn-
ing flows from different directions spontaneously. Sharing 
experiences and informing each other happens naturally 
and comfortably in the person’s natural context, without the 
expectations of learning or teaching in formal academic or 
professional spaces. 

The collection of information when the design researcher is 
part of a knowledge society is much more successful than 
carrying out other controlled social research activities, such 
as focus groups or closed interviews, or even designing 
alone in a studio.

During this project, I became part of a knowledge society 
with experts from NGOs, institutes and associations special-
izing in rural ecotourism and women issues in Costa Rica, 
the women of the ADIC, their families and collaborators, 
which allowed me to have a better and wider understanding 
of the situation and life of the members of the ADIC, and, in 
general, about women in Chira Island. 

“Focus groups and 
questionnaires don’t cut it; 

designers know that you 
must care enough to 

actually be present in 
people’s lives.”

Warren Berger
The Four Phases of Design Thinking
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In that sense, the incorporation of ethnography and visual 
anthropology methods in this project allowed me to become 
a better design researcher. I believe that a committed social 
designer, such as myself, understands the importance of em-
pathy, assigning great value to the context and living spaces 
of collaborators and target audiences.

It is important to be open-minded, in order to enjoy the 
unforeseen, triggering curiosity and the desire of discovery 
beyond the obvious. Becoming part of a new context, while 
getting immersed in other people’s traditions and culture, 
can greatly inform the design work. 

further directions
As of today, the ADIC has the materials developed during this 
project. Our original intent is for the members of the associa-
tion to use these materials where they develop collaborative 
activities with women, aiming to improve their situation. This 
might also include participation in ecotourism and entrepre-
neurship fairs and conferences, in Chira Island, in other com-
munities in Costa Rica, and other countries of Latin America. 
In those spaces, the members of the ADIC can present these 
materials to inspire and motivate with their example to the 
audience, to start new development initiatives.

I hope to analyze the actual use of the materials in those 
spaces and the responses and reactions of the people. 

Additionally, I think it is important to examine how the mem-
bers of the association actually decide on how and when to 
use the materials, depending on specific contexts, spaces, 
and situations.

I believe that these follow-up activities can provide clues 
to inform the design of and interaction with materials, for 
example, developing new sizes and better handling tech-
niques for these and other items specifically employed by 
the members of the ADIC. 
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“By creating empathy
with viewers, designers 
are freely empowered 

to become active agents 
in the communication 

of the message.”

Jodi Forlizzi and Cherie Lebbon
From Formalism to Social Significance

in Communication Design

LA AMISTAD LODGE – Mural painted by members.



DESIGN RESEARCH: “It address several issues central to the 
study of learning in design, including the need to address 
theoretical questions about the nature of learning in context, 
the need for approaches to the study of phenomena in the 
real world rather than the laboratory, the need to go beyond 
narrow measures of learning, and the need to derive research 
findings from formative evaluation.” (Collins et al. 2004)

DESIGN THINKING: “Approach to innovation that is power-
ful, effective, and broadly accessible, that can be integrated 
into all aspects of business and society, and that individuals 
and teams can use to generate breakthrough ideas that are 
implemented and therefore have an impact.” (Brown 2009)

EMPATHY: “Understanding, being aware of, being sensitive 
to, and vicariously experiencing the feelings, thoughts, and 
experience of another of either the past or present without 
having the feelings, thoughts, and experience fully commu-
nicated in an objectively explicit manner.” (Merriam-Webster 
Dictionary Online, April 15, 2011)

ITERATIVE DESIGN (ITERATION): “It is based on a cycle of 
prototyping, testing, and refining. Testing the project in some 
way generates data to compare successive evolutions.” 
(Visocky O’Grady 2006)

TERMINOLOGY

ETHNOGRAPHY: “Research strategy created by anthropolo-
gists that focuses on the link between human behaviors 
and culture” (Visocky O’Grady 2006). In the realm of graphic 
design, ethnography is a “research approach that produces 
detailed, in-depth observation of people’s behaviors, beliefs 
and preferences by observing and interacting with them in a 
natural environment.” (Ireland 2003) 

USER TESTING: “Broad range of techniques designed to 
measure a product’s ability to satisfy the needs of the end 
user, such as accessibility, functionality, and ease of use, 
while meeting project requirements.” (Visocky O’Grady 2006)

VISUAL ANTHROPOLOGY: “Field research tactic that uses 
visual media to aid interpretations of cultural behavior. It 
differs from photo ethnography by placing the camera in the 
trained hands of the researcher, rather than in the untrained 
hands of a subject.” (Visocky O’Grady 2006)
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