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My contribution to making people feel 
welcome

Gabriela Bustamante

Designer and Senior Instructor at The Hague 
University of Applied Sciences

The Start
My participation in Migrationlab was born from a warm 
conversation with Laura about life experiences and how it 
is to be someone who has been moving to different cities 
and countries. I am always inspired by initiatives that 
start from the ground-up and are built with dedication. 
Our first conversation was like a mirror in which I could 
see enthusiasm and strong belief behind the goals of her 
organization.  A couple of weeks later, I was sitting with 
the rest of the Migrationlab team working on shaping the 
co-design workshops.  

My role
My role was to support the team with giving shape to 
what became the preparatory co-design workshops in The 
Hague and Rotterdam, moderate the “design” table during 
the workshop, and the set-up of the respective WTTLR 
events. 

Both co-design workshops were designed to stimulate 
participants to contribute their ideas and thoughts to the 
design and content of the WTTLR. In these sessions, each 
participant visited four different “creation” tables in which 
they engaged in creative activities and dialogue about the 
location, design, content and importance of the WTTLR. 
Together with the Migrationlab research team, we created 
tools and gathered materials to moderate each table and 
enable participants to express themselves and share their 
ideas. 

Co-create: Welcome to the Living Room Co-
Design Workshop
One would think that after organizing many co-design 
workshops, doing another one would be easy. These 
sessions can be very intimidating for some people, 
especially for those who have never been asked or allowed 
to express their ideas. My role as a moderator at the 

“design” table was to make people feel at ease and to lead 
their conversations towards the creative process from which 
many ideas and thoughts on the topics were generated. 
Asked about what was the most surprising about the co-
design workshop, a participant in the session in Rotterdam 
said: “how people who didn’t know each other were 
engaged in interesting tasks and could really co-design 
the living room, speak about their own visions and needs 
openly, sharing experience.”
Each co-design workshop may be influenced by the 
location and its atmosphere, the network of the organizers, 
season of the year or time of the day when it is organized, 
but most of all by the participants. Thus, both sessions 
were very different in terms of input. Through the process I 
could see that most of the participants were aligned with 
Migrationlab’s goal: they were in search of a physical 
space that enables them to meet and share their identity as 
immigrants, refugees and locals. What makes this process 
very rich is to experience the diversity in expressing these 
identities during each co-design workshop, as expressed by 
a Dutch student participant: 
 
 The Migrationlab co-design workshop embodies  
what it means to really, truly share in a world that is  
increasingly defined by borders. Conversation is the 
aspirational element for  me: every  story, perspective and 
experience is worthy and creating human connection is 
the goal. By involving a very diverse group of people in 
the creation process, Migrationlab is aware of the ethics of 
letting voices be heard: “nothing about us, without us.”

During the co-design workshop in The Hague on March 
30, 2016, the input from participants was very different. 
If migrants and Dutch locals were working more on an 
abstract level on how the Living Room should look like, the 
refugees were very practical, as they seemed to still be 
in “survival mode.” They selected or created many images 

related to water, lifesavers, disinfectant and expressions of 
distance, which contrasted with feelings of being able to 
plan a future. 

The participants of the co-design workshop in Rotterdam, 
on September 18, 2016 were mainly young professionals 
(some of them in search for new opportunities), students 
and locals from the Afrikaanderwijk neighborhood. Their 
input was more content-driven and ignited very interesting 
discussions: “as an urban designer, migration is so 
important that we need to include them [migrants ] as part 
of the daily users of cities … What does a ‘living room’ do 
for migrants in cities and what do they want in this living 
room? I take this as an inspiration to reflect on public 
space in cities.” (migrant professional) 
One of their main suggestions was to design the WTTLR in 
open spaces within the city, to awake the curiosity of the 
passersby.

Participants of both co-design workshops were enthusiastic 
about the rotating activities and the different resources 
we provided for them to express their thoughts and ideas 
about co-creating a space of encounter, migration, change 
and choices. One migrant professional expressed: “The 
‘switching tables’ thing is a really nice method to stimulate 
people’s ideas. We were not only talking, but also making 
and designing in short time. It is great to see how efficient 
a workshop can be!” Another migrant participant added: 

“Yes, the idea with limited time and changing tables was 
cool! Also because after a while you have a little ‘history’ 
with many different people.”
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From the Co-Design Workshop to the actual 
Welcome to the Living Room 
From my perspective, the co-design sessions generated 
enough ideas to prepare at least 10 more WTTLR events. 
There were many good ideas to create the living room, and 
there were some elements that were similarly expressed 
in both co-design workshops. Many participants were 
focused on nature as a ‘binding’ aspect between people. 
They expected to find it in the Migrationlab Living Room in 
the form of plants or flowers; the element of water; wind 
and fire through banners and candles. Everyone present 
expressed the idea that they wanted to bring back the 
feeling of home and coziness. Food should also be there, 
as it has always been one of the most recognized and 
accepted expressions of culture. The Migrationlab team 
worked in close collaboration with the local partners to 
find and arrange these elements in two different locations—
Humanity House in The Hague and NIFFO Galerie in 
Rotterdam—in order to provide a space of comfort and 
safety where the participants could exchange their life-
changing migration stories: “ What I really liked about the 
Migrationlab Living Room was the setting which was not a 
presentation setting, but a space where everyone is equal, 
due to the use of furniture, pillows, and formation of a 
circle.” (Dutch professional, WTTLR Rotterdam)

From a social designer’s perspective, the WTTLR concept 
provides interesting content and abundant
material to work with. It has been a thought-provoking 
journey to work together with the Migrationlab team to 
design the activities that helped us guide each participant 
to capture the essence of the WTTLR.

Recommendations
I think that adding a couple of co-design workshops with 
the purpose of finding the resources for the continuation of 

the project would be very inspiring for the organization. It 
is becoming important for citizens that WTTLR becomes a 
sustainable project, with enough resources to set up more 
Living Rooms both in closed and open public space. 

The Impact
“Impact” has become a trendy word, so to make myself 
clear, out of the five definitions in the dictionary for this 
word, I choose this one:

Impact: the force exerted by a new idea, concept, 
technology, or ideology

To migrate, co-create, dialogue, invite and welcome, are 
everyday activities, but they exert a new force when 
initiatives like Migrationlab provide a platform where 
people share their migration stories and dialogue about 
them. A public living room where we talk about staying, 
leaving and through each conversation we reframe 
ourselves with the hope to recall what may essentially make 
us kinder citizens. 
I became a social designer because of the interaction I’ve 
had with people throughout the execution of every project. 
As a designer, Migrationlab is an open platform where I 
can find the audience I need to exchange and mirror my 
design projects. I am interested in exploring the intricacies 
of the subject of diversity and migration and trying to 
materialize them into daily objects that remind people of 
the beauty in diversity. For me, Migrationlab is a space to 
exercise openness.


