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What Is Human-Centered Design?
Human-centered design is a creative approach to problem solving and the backbone of our 
work at umuzi.org. It’s a process that starts with the people you’re designing for and ends 
with new solutions that are tailor-made to suit their needs. Human- centered design is all 
about building a deep empathy with the people you’re designing for; generating tons of ideas; 
building a bunch of prototypes; sharing what you’ve made with the people you’re designing 
for; and eventually putting your innovative new solution out in the world.

What Can the Approach Be Used For?
Human-centered design is a process that can be used across industries and sectors to approach any number of 
challenges-from product and service design to space or systems design, to name just a few.

Products

When people think of design, they 
often rst think about expensive, 
stylish products. But thoughtful 
product design is just as important 
in social innovation. Not only are 
all people deserving of well-
designed products, but challenges 
that arise when there are 
limited resources, services, 
or infrastructure require new 
approaches and elegant solutions.

How might we design a cook stove that 
reduces the amount of smoke inhaled by 
a person while cooking?

How might we build an irrigation pump 
that can run without the electricity grid?

How might we design a toilet for 
families living in areas with no sanitation 
infrastructure?

How might we design a water delivery 
service providing clean drinking water 
along with health and nutrition products?

How might we design new services 
engaging low-income parents in after-
school education for their children?

How might we design a sustainable 
business model for a pit latrine emptying 
service?

Services

For a service to be active, it needs 
to be considered from end-to-end: 
from how it’s advertised to how it’s 
delivered. For a service to have 
the desired impact, it’s essential 
to gain a deep understanding of 
the people you will be serving-not 
only what they need and desire, 
but what limitations they face, 
what motivates them, and what’s 
important to them.
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How might we design

Spaces

Physical environments give people 
signals about how to behave and in 
uence how they feel. By rethinking 
the design of hospitals, classrooms, 
public transportation, banks, 
libraries, and more, we can create 
new experiences and interactions 
in these spaces. Human-centered 
design can help make the emotional 
parts of a space as important as the 
functional.

How might we design hospital waiting 
rooms to mitigate the transmission of 
airborne diseases?

How might we redesign the common 
areas of a community housing structure 
to encourage connecting and cooperation 
among neighbors?

How might we make the space inside a 
bank less intimidating for first-time savers 
signing up for a new account?

How might we redesign the school lunch 
program for an entire city while providing 
for differences in individual schools?

How might we design a system linking 
social entrepreneurs from around the 
world?

How might we redesign a banking system 
for low-income citizens who have limited 
knowledge of banks?

Systems

Designing systems is about 
balancing the complexity of many 
different stakeholder needs with 
the needs of the social enterprise. 
For example, if you were designing 
a new type of school, there are 
the needs of the students, parents, 
sta and faculty, community, and 
perhaps investors.
Systems design often involves 
setting high-level strategy such as 
stating visions, priorities, policies, 
and key communications around 
these ideas.



The Design Process
The human-centered design process has three phases-the Inspiration phase, the Ideation 
phase, and the Implementation phase. In the end, you’ll know that your solution will be a 
success because you’ve kept the people you’re looking to serve at the heart of the process.

In the Inspiration phase you’ll learn directly from the people you’re designing for as you 
immerse yourself in their lives and come to deeply understand their needs. In the Ideation 
phase you’ll make sense of what you learned, identify opportunities for design, and prototype 
possible solutions. And in the Implementation phase you’ll bring your solution to life, and 
eventually, to market.

Expect to find yourself shifting gears through the process, moving from concrete observations 
to highly abstract thinking, and then right back again into the nuts and bolts of your prototype. 
We call it diverging and converging. You’ll diverge and converge a few times, and with each 
new cycle you’ll come closer and closer to the solution that is best suited for the people you’re 
designing for.

I have a design challenge.
How do I get started?
How do I conduct an 
interview? How do I stay 
human-centered?

You learn more by 
understanding people     

Make sense of what 
you’ve learned

Feasible tangible 
prototype

I have an opportunity for 
design. 
How do I interpret what I’ve 
learned? How do I turn my 
insights into tangible ideas?
How do I make a prototype?

I have an innovative 
solution. 
How do I make my concept 
real? How do I assess if it’s 
working? How do I plan for 
sustainability?
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Mindsets of a Human-Centered Designer
Human-centered design is as much about your head as your hands. These Mindsets uncover 
the philosophy behind our approach to creative problem solving, and show that how you think 
about design directly affects whether you’ll arrive at innovative, impactful solutions. Spend 
some time watching these seven Mindsets videos on the NovoEd platform.

Learn from Failure
“Don’t think of it as failure, think of it as 
designing experiments through which you’re 
going to learn.”

Failure is an incredibly powerful tool for 
learning. Designing experiments,
prototypes, and interactions and 
testing them is at the heart of 
human-centered design. So is an 
understanding that not all of them are 
going to work. As we seek to solve big 
problems, we’re bound to fail. But if we 
adopt the right mindset, we’ll inevitably 
learn something from that failure.

Empathy
“I can’t come up with any new ideas if all I do 
is exist in my own life.”

Empathy is the capacity to step into 
other people’s shoes, to understand 
their lives, and start to solve problems 
from their perspectives. Human- 
centered design is premised on 
empathy, on the idea that the people 
you’re designing for are your road map 
to innovative solutions. All you have 
to do is empathize, understand them, 
and bring them along with you in the 
design process.

Iterate, Iterate, Iterate
“What an iterative approach a ords us is that 
we gain validation along the way...Because 
we’re hearing from the people we’re actually 
designing for.”

Human-centered design is an 
inherently iterative approach to solving 
problems because it makes feedback 
from the people we’re designing for a 
critical part of how a solution evolves. 
By continually iterating, Refining, and 
improving our work we put ourselves 
in a place where we’ll have more ideas, 
try a variety of approaches, unlock our 
creativity, and arrive more quickly at 
successful solutions.

Inspiration

1. People, experts, immolations 
analogous Inspiration

2. In extreme and 
3. Interview Techniques
4. Create a plan field research

Make It
“You’re taking risk out of the process by 
making something simple rst. And you always 
learn lessons from it.”

As human-centered designers, we 
make because we believe in the power 
of tangibility and we know that making 
an idea real is a fantastic way to think 
it through. When the goal is to get 
impactful solutions out into the world 
you can’t stay in the realm of theory. 
You have to make your ideas real.

Embrace Ambiguity
“We may not know what that answer is, 
but we know that we have to give ourselves 
permission to explore.”

Human-centered designers always 
start from the place of not knowing 
the answer to the problem they’re 
looking to solve. And though that’s 
not particularly comfortable, it allows 
us to open up creatively, to pursue 
lots of different ideas, and to arrive  
at unexpected solutions. Embracing 
ambiguity allows us to give ourselves
Permission to be fantastically creative.

Creative Confidence
“Creative confidence is the notion that you 
have big ideas, and that you have the ability to 
act on them.”

Anyone can approach the world like 
a designer. Often all it takes to unlock 
that potential as a dynamic problem 
solver is creative confidence. Creative 
confidence is the belief that everyone 
is creative, and that creativity isn’t the 
capacity to draw or compose or sculpt, 
but a way of approaching the world.

Be Optimistic
“Optimism is the thing that drives you 
forward.”

We believe that design is inherently 
optimistic. To take on a big challenge, 
especially one as large and intractable 
as poverty, we have to believe that 
progress is even an option. If we didn’t, 
we wouldn’t even try. Optimism is the 
embrace of possibility, the idea that 
even if we don’t know the answer, that 
it’s out there and that we can
find it.

6 The Course Manual for Human Centered Design



DESIGNERS HAVE 
TRADITIONALLY

FOCUSED ON
ENHANCING THE LOOK

AND FUNCTIONALITY OF
PRODUCTS. RECENTLY, THEY
HAVE BEGUN USING DESIGN

TOOLS TO TACKLE MORE
COMPLEX PROBLEMS, SUCH

AS FINDING WAYS TO
PROVIDE LOW-COST HEALTH

CARE THROUGHOUT THE
WORLD. BUSINESSES WERE

FIRST TO EMBRACE THIS
NEW APPROACH—CALLED

DESIGN THINKING—NOW
NONPROFITS ARE BEGINNING

TO ADOPT IT TOO.

In an area outside Hyderabad, India, between the suburbs and the countryside, a young woman—we’ll call her Shanti—
fetches water daily from the always-open local borehole that is about 300 feet from her home. She uses a 3-gallon plastic 
container that she can easily carry on her head. Shanti and her husband rely on the free water for their drinking and washing, 
and though they’ve heard that it’s not as safe as water from the Naandi Foundation-run community treatment plant, they still 
use it. Shanti’s family has been drinking the local water for generations, and although it periodically makes her and her family 
sick, she has no plans to stop using it. 
Shanti has many reasons not to use the water from the Naandi treatment center, but they’re not the reasons one might think. 
The center is within easy walking distance of her home—roughly a third of a mile. It is also well known and aff ordable (roughly 
10 rupees, or 20 cents, for 5 gallons). Being able to pay the small fee has even become a status symbol for some villagers. Habit 
isn’t a factor, either. Shanti is forgoing the safer water because of a series of flaws in the overall design of the system. 

By Tim Brown 
& Jocelyn Wyatt 

Illustration by 
John Hersey

Although Shanti can walk to the facility, 
she can’t carry the 5-gallon jerrican that 
the facility requires her to use. When 
filled with water, the plastic rectangular 
container is simply too heavy. The 
container isn’t designed to be held on 
the hip or the head, where she likes to 
carry heavy objects. Shanti’s husband 
can’t help carry it, either. 
He works in the city and doesn’t return 
home until after the water treatment 
center is closed. The treatment center 
also requires them to buy a monthly 
punch card for 5 gallons a day, far more 
than they need. “Why would I buy more 
than I need and waste money?” asks 
Shanti, adding she’d be more likely to 
purchase the Naandi water if the center 
allowed her to buy less. 
The community treatment center was 
designed to produce clean and potable 
water, and it succeeded very well at 
doing just that. In fact, it works well for 
many people living in the community, 
particularly families with husbands or 
older sons who own bikes and can visit 
the treatment plant during working 
hours. The designers of the center, 
however,
missed the opportunity to design an 
even better system because they failed 
to consider the culture and needs of all 
of the people living in the community. 
This missed opportunity, although 
an obvious omission in hindsight, 
is all too common. Time and again, 
initiatives falter because they are not 
based on the client’s or customer’s 
needs and have never been prototyped 
to solicit feedback. Even when people 
do go into the field, they may enter 
with preconceived notions of what the 
needs and solutions are. This fl awed 
approach remains the norm in both the 
business and social sectors. As Shanti’s 
situation shows, social challenges 

THINKING
FOR SOCIAL INNOVATION

DESIGN
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require systemic solutions that are grounded in the client’s 
or customer’s needs. This is where many approaches 
founder, but it is where design thinking— a new approach to 
creating solutions—excels.  Traditionally, designers focused 
their attention on improving the look and functionality of 
products. Classic examples of this type of  design work are 
Apple Computer’s iPod and Herman Miller’s Aeron chair. 
In recent years designers have broadened their approach, 
creating entire systems to deliver products and services. 
Design thinking incorporates constituent or consumer 
insights in depth and rapid prototyping, all aimed at getting 
beyond the assumptions that block effective solutions. 
Design thinking—inherently optimistic, constructive, and 
experiential—addresses  the needs of the people who will 
consume a product or service and the infrastructure that 
enables it. Businesses are embracing design thinking because 
it helps them be more innovative, better differentiate their 
brands, and bring their products and services to market 
faster. Nonprofit ts are beginning to use design thinking as 
well to develop better solutions to social problems. Design 
thinking crosses the traditional boundaries between public, 
for-profit, and nonprofit t sectors. By working closely with 
the clients and consumers, design thinking allows high-
impact solutions to bubble up from below rather than being 
imposed from the top.

DESIGN  THINKING  AT WORK
Jerry Sternin, founder of the Positive Deviance Initiative 
and a professor at Tufts University until he died last year, 
was skilled at identifying what he called outsider solutions 
to local problems. His approach to social innovation is a 
good example of design thinking in action.1 In 1990, Sternin 
and his wife, Monique, were working in Vietnam to decrease 
malnutrition among children in 10,000 villages.  At the time, 
65 percent of Vietnamese children under age 5 suff ered from 
malnutrition, and most solutions relied on government 
donations of nutritional supplements. But the supplements 
never delivered the hoped-for results.2 As an alternative, the 
Sternins used an approach called positive deviance, which 
looks for solutions among individuals  and families in the 
community who are already doing well.3 

Tim Brown is the ceo and president of ideo, a global 
innovation and design firm. He is author of Change by 
Design: How Design Thinking Transforms Organizations 
and Inspires Innovation (HarperBusiness, 2009), a newly 
published book about how design thinking transforms 
organizations and inspires innovation.

Jocelyn Wyatt leads ideo’s Social Innovation group, which 
works with enterprises, foundations, nongovernmental 
organizations, and multinationals to build capabilities in 
design thinking and design innovative off erings that meet 
the needs of local customers.

The  Sternins and colleagues  from  Save the Children 
surveyed  four local Quong Xuong communities in the 
province of Than Hoa and asked for examples of “very, 
very poor” families whose children were healthy. They 
then observed the food preparation, cooking, and serving 
behaviors of these six families, called “positive deviants,” and 
found a few consistent yet rare behaviors. Parents of well-
nourished children collected tiny shrimps, crabs, and snails 

from rice paddies and added 
them to the food, along with the 
greens from sweet potatoes. 
Although these foods were 
readily available,  they were 
typically not eaten because 
they were considered unsafe 
for children. The positive 
deviants also fed their children 
multiple smaller meals, which 
allowed small stomachs to 
hold and digest more food 
each day. The Sternins and 
the rest of their group worked 
with the positive  deviants to 
off er cooking  classes to the 
families of children  suffering  
from  malnutrition. By the end 
of the program’s fi rst year, 80 
percent of the 1,000 children 

enrolled in the program were adequately nourished. In 
addition, the effort had been replicated within 14 villages 
across Vietnam.4 The Sternins’ work is a good example of 
how positive deviance and design thinking relies on local 
expertise to uncover local solutions. Design thinkers look for 
work-arounds and improvise solutions—like the shrimps, 
crabs, and snails—and they fi nd ways  to incorporate those 
into the off erings they create. They consider what we call the 
edges, the places where “extreme” people live differently, 
think differently, and consume diff erently. As Monique 
Sternin, now director of the Positive Deviance Initiative, 
explains: “Both positive deviance and design thinking are 
human-centered approaches. Their solutions are relevant 
to a unique cultural context  and will not necessarily work 
outside that specific situation.” One program that might 
have benefited from design thinking is mosquito net 
distribution in Africa. The nets are well designed and when 
used are effective at reducing the incidence of malaria.5 The 
World Health Organization praised the nets, crediting them 
with significant drops in malaria deaths in children under 
age 5: a 51 percent decline in Ethiopia, 34 percent decline in 
Ghana, and 66 percent decline in Rwanda.6 The way that 
the mosquito nets have  been distributed, however, has had 
unintended consequences. In northern Ghana, for instance, 
nets are provided free to pregnant women and mothers with 
children under age 5. These women can readily pick up free 
nets from local public hospitals. For everyone else, however, 
the nets are  difficult to obtain. 

Design thinkers look 
for work-arounds and 
improvise solutions 
and find ways to 
In-corporate those 
into the offerings 
they create. They 
con-sider what we call 
the edges, the places 
where “extreme” 
people live differently, 
think differently, and 
consume differently.
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When we asked a well-educated Ghanaian named Albert, 
who had recently contracted malaria, whether he slept 
under a mosquito net, he told us no—there was no place in 
the city of Tamale to purchase one. 
Because so many people can obtain free nets, it is not 
profi table for shop owners to sell them. But hospitals are 
not equipped to sell additional nets, either.As Albert’s 
experience shows, it’s critical that the people design-
ing a program consider not only form and function, but 
distribution channels as well. 
One could say that the free nets were never in-tended for 
people like Albert—that he was simply out of the scope of 
the project. But that would be missing a huge opportunity. 
Without considering the whole system, the nets cannot be 
widely distributed, which makes the eradication of malaria 
impossible.

THE ORIGIN OF  DESIGN  THINKING
deo was formed in 1991 as a merger between David Kelley 
Design, which created Apple Computer’s first mouse 
in 1982, and ID Two, which designed the first  laptop 
computer, also in 1982. Initially, ideo  focused on  traditional 
design work for business, designing products like the Palm 
V personal digital assistant, Oral-B toothbrushes, and 
Steelcase chairs. These are the types of objects that are 
displayed in lifestyle magazines or on pedestals in modern 
art museums.
By 2001, ideo was increasingly being asked to tackle 
problems that seemed far a field from traditional design. 
A health care foun-dation asked us to help restructure 
its organization, a century-old manufacturing company 
wanted to better understand its clients, and a university 
hoped to create alternative learning environments to 
traditional classrooms. This type of work took IDEO from 
designing consumer products to designing consumer 
experiences.
To distinguish this new type of design work, we began 
referring to it as “design with a small d.” But this phrase 
never seemed fully satisfactory. 
David Kelley, also the founder of Stanford University’s 
Hasso Plattner Institute of Design (aka the “d.school”), 
remarked that every time someone asked him about 
design, he found himself inserting the word “thinking” to 
explain what it was that designers do.  Eventually, the term 
design thinking stuck.7

As an approach, design thinking taps into capacities we 
all have but that are overlooked by more conventional 
problem-solving practices. 
Not only does it focus on creating products and services 
that are human centered, but the process itself is also 
deeply human. Design thinking relies on our ability to be 
intuitive, to recognize patterns, to construct ideas that 
have emotional meaning as well as being functional, and to 

express ourselves in media other than words or symbols. 
Nobody wants to run an organization on feeling, intuition, 
and inspiration, but an over-reliance on the rational and 
the analyti-cal can be just as risky. Design thinking, the 
integrated approach at the core of the design process, 
provides a third way. 
The design thinking process is best thought of as a system 
of overlapping spaces rather than a sequence of orderly 
steps. There are three spaces to keep in mind: inspiration, 
ideation, and imple-mentation. 
Think of inspiration as the problem or opportunity 
that motivates the search for solutions; ideation as the 
process of gener-ating, developing, and testing ideas; and 
implementation as the path that leads from the project 
stage into people’s lives.
The reason to call these spaces, rather than steps, is that 
they are not always undertaken sequentially. Projects 
may loop back through inspiration, ideation, and 
implementation more than once as the team refi nes its 
ideas and explores new directions. 
Not sur-prisingly, design thinking can feel chaotic to those 
doing it for the fi rst time. But over the life of a project, 
participants come to see that the process makes sense 
and achieves results, even though its form diff ers from 
the linear, milestone-based processes that organiza-tions 
typically undertake.

INSPIRATION
Although it is true that designers do not always proceed 
through each of the three spaces in linear fashion, it is 
generally the case that the design process begins with 
the inspiration space—the prob-lem or opportunity that 
motivates people to search for solutions. 
And the classic starting point for the inspiration phase 
is the brief. The brief is a set of mental constraints that 
gives the project team a framework from which to begin, 
benchmarks by which they can measure progress, and a set 
of objectives to be realized—such as price point, available 
technology, and market segment. 
But just as a hypothesis is not the same as an algorithm, the 
brief is not a set of instructions or an attempt to answer 
the question be-fore it has been posed. Rather, a well-
constructed brief allows for serendipity, unpredictability, 
and the capricious whims of fate—the creative realm from 
which breakthrough ideas emerge. 
Too abstract and the brief risks leaving the project 
team wandering; too narrow a set of constraints almost 
guarantees that the outcome will be in-cremental and, 
likely, mediocre. Once the brief has been constructed, 
it is time for the design team to discover what people’s 
needs are.  Traditional ways of do-ing this, such as focus 
groups and surveys, rarely yield important insights. In 
most cases, these techniques simply ask people what 
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they want. Conventional research can be 
useful in pointing toward incremental 
improvements, but those don’t usually lead 
to the type of breakthroughs that leave us 
scratching our heads and wondering why 
nobody ever thought of that before.
Henry Ford understood this when he said, 
“If I’d asked my cus-tomers what they 
wanted, they’d have said ‘a faster horse.’” 
8 Al-though people often can’t tell us what 

In 2008, the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation asked IDEO to 
codify the process of design thinking, so that it could be 

easily used by grassroots nongovernmental organizations 
working with small farmers in the developing world. A 
team of IDEO designers spent three months working with 
Heifer International, the International Center for Research 
on Women, and International Development Enterprises 

to understand their processes for designing new products, 
services, and programs and integrate them with IDEO’s own 

processes.
 The result of this effort was the Human Centered Design toolkit, a 

methodology organizations can use to undertake the design thinking process themselves. 
The toolkit is available as a free download at www.hcdtoolkit.com. —T.B. & J.W.

TOOLKIT FOR 
DESIGN
THINKING

their needs are, their actual behaviors can provide us 
with invaluable clues about their range of unmet needs. 
A better starting point is for designers to go out into the 
world and observe the actual experiences of smallholder 
farmers, school-children, and community health workers 
as they improvise their way through their daily lives. 
Working with local partners who serve as interpreters 
and cultural guides is also important, as well as having 
partners make introductions to communities, helping 
build credibil-ity quickly and ensuring understanding. 
Through “homestays” and shadowing locals at their jobs 
and in their homes, design thinkers become embedded in 
the lives of the people they are designing for.
Earlier this year, Kara Pecknold, a student at Emily 
Carr University of Art and Design in Vancouver, British 
Columbia, took an internship with a women’s cooperative 
in Rwanda. Her task was to develop a Web site to connect 
rural Rwandan weavers with the world. Pecknold soon 
discovered that the weavers had little or no access to 
computers and the Internet. 
Rather than ask them to maintain a Web site, she re-
framed the brief, broadening it to ask what services could 
be provided to the community to help them improve their 
livelihoods. 
Pecknold used various design thinking techniques, 
drawing partly from her training and partly from ideo’s 
Human Centered Design toolkit, to understand the 
women’s aspirations. 
(See “Toolkit for Design Thinking” at right.) Because 
Pecknold didn’t speak the wom-en’s language, she asked 
them to document their lives and aspirations with a 
camera and draw pictures that expressed what success 
looked like in their community. 
Through these activities, the women were able to see 
for themselves what was important and valuable, rather 
than having an outsider make those assumptions for 
them. During the project, Pecknold also provided each 
participant with the equivalent of a day’s wages (500 
francs, or roughly $1) to see what each person did with 
the money. Doing this gave her fur-ther insight into the 
people’s lives and aspirations. Meanwhile, the women 
found that a mere 500 francs a day could be a signifi cant, 

life-changing sum. 
This visualization process helped both Pecknold and the 
women prioritize their planning for the community.9

IDEATION
The second space of the design thinking process is 
ideation. After spending time in the fi eld observing and 
doing design research, a team goes through a process of 
synthesis in which they distill what they saw and heard 
into insights that can lead to solutions or oppor-tunities 
for change. This approach helps multiply options to create 
choices and diff erent insights about human behavior. 
These might be alternative visions of new product 
off erings, or choices among various ways of creating 
interactive experiences. By testing com-peting ideas 
against one another, the likelihood that the outcome will 
be bolder and more compelling increases.
As Linus Pauling, scientist and two-time Nobel Prize 
winner, put it, “To have a good idea you must fi rst have 
lots of ideas.” 
10 Truly innovative ideas challenge the status quo and 
stand out from the crowd—they’re creatively disruptive. 
They provide a wholly new solution to a problem many 
people didn’t know they had.
Of course, more choices mean more complexity, which 
can make life di ffi cult, especially for those whose job it 
is to control budgets and monitor timelines. The natural 
tendency of most organizations is to restrict choices in 
favor of the obvious and the incremental. 
Although this tendency may be more efficient in the short 
run, it tends to make an organization conservative and infl 
exible in the long run. Divergent thinking is the route, not 
the obstacle, to innovation. To achieve divergent thinking, 
it is important to have a diverse group of people involved 
in the process. Multidisciplinary people—architects who 
have studied psychology, artists with MBAs, or engineers 
with marketing experience—often demonstrate this 
quality. They’re people with the capacity and the 
disposition for collabora-tion across disciplines.
To operate within an interdisciplinary environment, an 
individual needs to have strengths in two dimensions—
the “T-shaped” person. 
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On the vertical axis, every member of the team needs 
to possess a depth of skill that allows him or her to 
make tangible contributions to the outcome. The top 
of the “T” is where the design thinker is made. It’s about 
empathy for people and for disciplines beyond one’s 
own. It tends to be expressed as openness, curiosity, 
optimism, a tendency toward learning through doing, 
and experimentation. (These are the same traits that we 
seek in our new hires at ideo.) Interdisciplinary teams 
typically move into a structured brain-storming process. 
Taking one provocative question at a time, the group may 
generate hundreds of ideas ranging from the absurd to the 
obvious. Each idea can be written on a Post-it note and 
shared with the team. Visual representations of concepts 
are encouraged, as this generally helps others understand 
complex ideas.
One rule during the brainstorming process is to defer 
judgment. It is important to discourage anyone taking 
on the often obstruc-tive, non-generative role of devil’s 
advocate, as Tom Kelley explains in his book The Ten Faces 
of Innovation.11 Instead, participants are encouraged to 
come up with as many ideas as possible. 
This lets the group move into a process of grouping and 
sorting ideas. Good ideas naturally rise to the top, whereas 
the bad ones drop off  early on. InnoCentive provides 
a good example of how design thinking can result in 
hundreds of ideas. 
InnoCentive has created a Web site that allows people to 
post solutions to challenges that are defi ned by InnoCentive 
members, a mix of nonprofi ts and companies. More than 
175,000 people—including scientists, engineers, and 
designers from around the world—have posted solutions. 
The Rockefeller Foundation has supported 10 social 
innovation challenges through InnoCentive and reports 
an 80 percent success rate in delivering eff ective solutions 
to the nonprofi ts posting chal-lenges.12  
The open innovation approach is eff ective in producing 
lots of new ideas. The responsibility for fi ltering through 
the ideas, fi eld-testing them, iterating, and taking 
them to market ultimately falls to the implementer. An 
InnoCentive partnership with the Global Alliance for 
TB Drug Development sought a theoretical solution to 
simplify the current TB treatment regimen. 
“The process is a prime example of design think-ing 
contributing to social innovation,” explained Dwayne 
Spradlin, InnoCentive’s ceo. “With the TB drug 
development, the winning solver was a scientist by 
profession, but submitted to the challenge because his 
mother—the sole income provider for the family—devel-
oped TB when he was 14. She had to stop working, and he 
took on the responsibility of working and going to school 
to provide for the family.”
Spradlin finds that projects within the InnoCentive 

community often benefit from such deep and motivating 
connections.13

IMPLEMENTATION
The third space of the design thinking process is 
implementation, when the best ideas generated during 
ideation are turned into a concrete, fully conceived 
action plan. At the core of the implementa-tion process 
is prototyping, turning ideas into actual products and 
services that are then tested, iterated, and refi ned.
Through prototyping, the design thinking process seeks 
to un-cover unforeseen implementation challenges and 
unintended conse-quences in order to have more reliable 
long-term success. 
Prototyping is particularly important for products and 
services destined for the developing world, where the lack 
of infrastructure, retail chains, communication networks, 
literacy, and other essential pieces of the system often 
make it di ffi cult to design new products and services.
Prototyping can validate a component of a device, the 
graphics on a screen, or a detail in the interaction between 
a blood donor and a Red Cross volunteer. The prototypes 
at this point may be expensive, complex, and even 
indistinguishable from the real thing. As the project nears 
completion and heads toward real-world implementa-
tion, prototypes will likely become more complete.
After the prototyping process is fi nished and the ultimate 
prod-uct or service has been created, the design team 
helps create a communication strategy. Storytelling, 
particularly through multimedia, helps communicate 
the solution to a diverse set of stakeholders in-side and 
outside of the organization, particularly across language 
and cultural barriers. 
VisionSpring, a low-cost eye care provider in India, 
provides a good example of how prototyping can be a 
critical step in imple-mentation. VisionSpring, which 
had been selling reading glasses to adults, wanted to 
begin providing comprehensive eye care to chil-dren. 
VisionSpring’s design eff ort included everything other 
than the design of the glasses, from marketing “eye camps” 
through self-help groups to training teachers about the 
importance of eye care and transporting kids to the local 
eye care center.
Working with VisionSpring, ideo designers prototyped 
the eye-screening process with a group of 15 children 
between the ages of 8 and 12. The designers fi rst tried 
to screen a young girl’s vision through traditional tests. 
Immediately, though, she burst into tears—the pressure 
of the experience was too great and the risk of failure too 
high. In hopes of diff using this stressful situation, the 
design-ers asked the children’s teacher to screen the next 
student. Again, the child started to cry. 
The designers then asked the girl to screen her teacher. She 
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took the task very seriously, while her classmates looked 
on enviously. Finally, the designers had the children screen 
each other and talk about the process. They loved playing 
doctor and both respected and complied with the process.
By prototyping and creating an implementation plan to 
pilot and scale the project, ideo was able to design a system 
for the eye screenings that worked for VisionSpring’s 
practitioners, teachers, and children. 
As of September 2009, VisionSpring had conducted in 
India 10 eye camps for children, screened 3,000 children, 
trans-ported 202 children to the local eye hospital, and 
provided glasses for the 69 children who needed them. 
“Screening and providing glasses to kids presents many 
unique prob-lems, so we turned to design thinking to 
provide us with an appropriate structure to develop the 
most appropriate marketing and distribution strategy,” 
explained Peter Eliassen, vice president of sales and opera-
tions at VisionSpring. Eliassen added that prototyping let 
VisionSpring focus on the approaches that put children 
at ease during the screening process. “Now that we have 
become a design thinking organization, we continue to 
use prototypes to assess the feedback and viability of new 
market approaches from our most important customers: 
our vision entrepreneurs [or salespeople] and end 
consumers.” 14

SYSTEMIC PROBLEMS  
NEED SYSTEMIC SOLUTIONS

Many social enterprises already intuitively use some 
aspects of design thinking, but most stop short of 
embracing the approach as a way to move beyond 
today’s conventional problem solving. Certainly, there 
are impediments to adopting design thinking in an 
organization. Per-haps the approach isn’t embraced by 
the entire organization. Or maybe the organization resists 
taking a human-centered approach and fails to balance the 
perspectives of users, technology, and organizations.
One of the biggest impediments to adopting design 
thinking is simply fear of failure. The notion that there is 
nothing wrong with experimentation or failure, as long as 
they happen early and act as a source of learning, can be di 
ffi cult to accept. But a vibrant design thinking culture will 
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encourage prototyping—quick, cheap, and dirty—as part 
of the creative process and not just as a way of validating 
fi nished ideas.
As Yasmina Zaidman, director of knowledge and 
communica-tions at Acumen Fund, put it, “The 
businesses we invest in require constant creativity and 
problem solving, so design thinking is a real success factor 
for serving the base of the economic pyramid.” Design 
thinking can lead to hundreds of ideas and, ultimately, 
real-world solutions that create better outcomes for 
organizations and the people they serve.
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User Journeys
Also known as an Experience Map/ Customer Journey Map. 

User journey is a tool used to empathies with the end user.   By placing yourself in the shoes of the user- 
and using the insights gathered through your interviews- you will be making sense of how another person 
might go through an experience from start to finnish.  This will lead you to better understand points in the 
experience that are desirable and points which are undesirable.  By this process, you will be able to find where 
the experience can be improved.  This is where a design intervention should take place. 

Think back to a time you made tea in a new environment, such as Umuzi.   How is this experience?  What are 
the steps leading up to making tea, drinking it, and cleaning up after? Do you know where the cups are?  Can 
you ask someone for help?   
Conciser this journey from start to end and think how you might feel at each stage. This 
process is the basis of a user journey.

Step 1. 
Decide at what point the users journey begins.  
Is it when you wake up, once you arrive at umuzi or once you put the tea bag in? 

Step 2. 
Draw each step of the journey using pictures and words.   Don’t miss out on an important part, but also make 
sure that each step is relevant to the investigative topic-  Ie. Making tea.  

Sept 3. 
When defining steps, be critical as to what forms part of the users experience and what is a 
technical process.  Ie.  ‘The kettle boils’, is a technical process.  However, ‘Waiting for the kettle 
to boil’, is a user experience.  

Step 4. 
Once you have documented all the relevant steps for the users experience, evaluate each step in terms of 
user emotion; what is the users experience at this point- engaged, board, agitated?   Is waiting a pleasant 
experience or unpleasant?

Step 5. 
Which step in the user process, if better designed, could have the biggest significance on the user experience.  
This is called the ‘Moment of Truth.’ 
ie. Waiting for the kettle to boil takes too long and the users get impatient. If we designed solutions to fix this 
single aspect, the whole experience would be improved. 
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1. The initial thought, 
maybe you just got 
here. Lets make tea.

2. Make your way to 
the kitchen

3. Look for a mug

4. Wash a mug. 5. Put the teabag in 
the mug

6. Get some milk 
from the fridge

7.Look for sugar 8.Give up looking for 
sugar

9. Get some hot wa-
ter into the mug and 
enjoy your sugar free 
tea

User Journey for making tea



Overview of the Inspiration Phase
Creating meaningful solutions begins with gaining a deep understanding of people’s needs.

In the Inspiration phase, you’ll learn directly from the people you’re designing for as you 
immerse yourself in their lives and come to deeply understand their needs and aspirations. 
The Inspiration phase is about learning on the fly, opening yourself up to creative possibilities, 
and trusting that as long as you remain grounded in desires of the people you’re designing for, 
your ideas will evolve into the right solution.

Plan Your Research
Precrafted design challenge—1+ hours // Personal design challenge—2+ hours

The Inspiration phase requires you to get out into the world and learn from people. (We call 
this research “fieldwork.”)   To make the most of your time in the field, you’ll want to plan who 
to speak with, where you might visit, and the types of research that your team will conduct. 
A full review of these methods can be found on pages 5-9 of the Class 2 Inspiration Readings.

Review the Inspiration Methods

A. Learn from People
Who will you be designing for? Consider both 
the core user and the extended community. 
Imagine a map of all the people who might have 
something to do with your design challenge. Think 
of characteristics that would make them interesting 
to meet. Also consider speaking with users who 
represent extreme (as opposed to mainstream) 
viewpoints.

B. Learn from Experts
Who are the inspiring researchers or organizations  
in the space of your design challenge? Successful 
members of the target population can also be great 
experts. A telephone or Skype call with experts who 
aren’t local often works very well.

C. Immerse Yourself in Context
With a curious mindset, inspiration and new 
perspectives can be found in many places and 
without much preparation. Sharpen  your  skills 
and get started observing the world around you. 
Plan your observations by choosing places where 
you can have experiences that are relevant to your 
challenge.

D. Seek Analagous Inspiration
What are the activities, emotions, and behaviors 
that make up the experience of your challenge? 
Now select similar scenarios that you would like to 
observe in places and situations that are different 
than your design challenge.
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Build Your Interview Guide
Having a good conversation with someone you don’t know isn’t always easy. When speaking with research 
participants, you first have to help them feel comfortable. It might seem odd, but conducting an interview with a 
casual tone and feel requires rigorous preparation. Here’s where to start.

Identify Objectives
As a team, think about the goal 
of your design challenge. Ask 
yourselves some basic questions: 
Why are you doing the research? 
What are you trying find out? Who 
are you going to talk to or observe? 
Know that the most valuable part of 
creating a discussion
guide is the thinking that goes into 
it.

Brainstorm Questions
When writing your guide, think 
about the kind of feedback that’s 
going to be most useful and 
inspiring. Interview guides should 
not be seen as scripts for the 
observation, but rather guide rails to 
make sure you stay on track. Make 
questions easily scannable so you 
can maintain more eye contact with 
your interviewee.

Organize Your Questions
A good rule of thumb is to open 
with some general questions, then 
go deep. This
will give your interviewee time to 
get comfortable with you. Here’s 
some helpful guidelines:

- Open General: Gather basic 
demographics first. Ask people 
their age, what they do for a living, 
if they have children, etc. Begin 
with questions your participants are 
comfortable
answering. For example, if you are 
designing new savings products, 
you might ask people to make a list 
of all of the things they purchased 
yesterday.

- Go Deep: Ask more profound 
questions about hopes, fears, 
and ambitions. It’s best if these 
questions are open-ended, but 
relate subtly back to your design 
challenge. For example, if you 
were working on a project related 
to saving money, you might ask 
someone to draw the five big things 
they’re saving money for over the 
next ten years and how those things 
fit into their life goals.

Word Questions Strategically
Frame questions in an open-
ended way. This helps you to 
further explore your challenge and 
elaborate on interesting themes you 
discover during the conversations. 
Try:

-“Tell me about an experience …”
-“What are the best/worst parts 
about …?”
-“Can you help me understand 
about …?”

Encourage people to tell you their 
whole story and avoid questions 
that lead to just a yes/no answer.
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Additional Research Methods
Though likely difficult to explore given the time constraints of this course, these are some other methods we use 
at IDEO.org to gain a deeper understanding of the people you’re designing for. Just some food for thought!

Personal Diaries
Ask participants to reflect at the 
end of the day on certain moments 
or themes. This gives them time for 
personal and uninterrupted thinking, 
and gives you an interviewee’s 
thoughts captured in their own 
words.

Use this when: You want to get 
a longer view of a participant’s 
experience over an extended 
amount of time.

Photo Essays
Give participants a disposable 
camera and a list of objects and/
or experiences to photograph 
throughout their day. This gives you 
a firsthand, visual perspective about 
your participants through things that 
are important to them, or are part of
their everyday lives.

Use this when: You want to compare 
and contrast the different daily 
experiences and realities of a set of 
participants.

Customer Journey
Have participants create a personal 
timeline of an experience, then have 
them map how they felt at different 
points along the way. Use the map 
as a visual jumping off point for 
conversation.

Use this when: You want to discuss 
a complicated system or series of 
interactions with a participant. (The 
process of buying a car is a good 
example.)
 
Card Sorts
Create a series of cards with a 
single word or image on it and ask 
participants to prioritize what’s 
most/least important, interesting,
or relevant to them. Ask them talk 
through their decision process 
during this activity so you can 
understand why they make the 
choice they make.

Use this when: You want multiple 
participants to narrow down a set of 
ideas.

Concept Provocations
These are a series of concept 
drawings with accompanying 
explanations. Concepts could be 
outliers meant to elicit a strong 
reaction, or early ideas you might 
want to build into prototypes.

Use this when: You want early 
feedback on why participants like or 
don’t like certain features.

18 The Course Manual for Human Centered Design



Insight & Ideas
It’s easy to feel overwhelmed by the amount of information you have gathered after an interview, so use a few 
minutes immediately after the session to capture what you’ve observed, as well as any new ideas you have as a 
result.

Take Time To Regroup
Plan extra time so that you 
can share  your thoughts 
and impressions with your 
teammates right after your 
interview or observation. This 
may often happen in a coffee 
shop or while in transit.

Share Your Impressions
What are the things you found 
most
interesting during the 
observation? Listen to each 
others recollections. Compare
experiences and impressions, 
but don’t worry about 
interpreting these stories yet.

To cover the most important 
topics, consider using these 
prompts:

- Sound bites: What were the 
most memorable quotes that 
people heard? Why were they 
memorable?

- Interesting stories: What was 
most surprising to you?

- Interactions: What was 
interesting about the way he/
she interacted with his/her 
environment?

- Remaining questions: 
What questions would you 
like to explore in your next 
conversation?

Illustrate New Ideas
Did the observation spark a new 
thought  or idea for you? Sketch 
it out. Don’t worry about the 
way your sketches look or feel 
intimidated about being visual. 
These illustrations will help you 
communicate your ideas to 
others and give you all a head 
start on brainstorming concepts.
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Overview of Ideation Phase: Synthesis
The Ideation phase transforms your research into meaningful and actionable insights that will 
become the foundation of your design.

You’ll begin by making sense of what you’ve learned from your design research—drawing 
from everything you observed and heard from the people you’re designing for. Then, you’ll 
identify key themes and insights that will help you define opportunities for design that are 
differentiated and generative.

Synthesis: Turn Learnings into Opportunities for Design
The Ideation phase begins with synthesis, one of the most  challenging  parts of  the  human-
centered design process. It often takes an IDEO.org design team several weeks minimum to 
translate learnings      into opportunities. For the sake of the time limitations of this course, 
we have streamlined the synthesis piece of Ideation into a few steps that your team can 
conduct over the course of a few hours during       your workshop. Here’s a glance at how your 
learnings will eventually evolve into ideas that you can take forward into the second major part 
of the Ideation phase—prototyping.

Learnings 
Learnings are the 
recollections of 
what stood out 
during
a conversation or 
observation: direct 
quotes, anecdotes,
notes on sounds, 
smells, textures, 
colors, etc.
Learnings should 
be communicated 
in full sentences 
to  capture the 
story. You’ll capture 
learnings as your
team recounts what 
they observed 
during research.

Themes
Themes are created 
after you have 
organized
the stories from 
your field research 
into categories. Did  
you hear similar 
statements or 
observations from
multiple people? 
Themes are the 
headlines for 
clusters of similar 
learnings.

Insights
Insights are a 
succinct expression 
of what you have 
learned from your 
field research 
activities. Insights 
offer a new 
perspective, even 
if they are not new 
discoveries.
They are inspiring 
and relevant to your 
challenge.

How Might We’s 
“How Might We” 
questions are the 
starting point for a
brainstorming 
session. How Might 
We questions are 
written in direct 
response to an 
insight. These 
questions feel 
optimistic and 
exciting and should 
help you
think of new ideas 
quickly.

Ideas
Ideas are 
generated during 
a brainstorming 
session. Ideas can 
be practical and 
simple or wild 
and crazy (like 
the hypothetical 
delivery drone 
in the example 
above, which could 
make low-cost 
fruit deliveries in 
small quantities to 
multiple locations in
a neighborhood). 
All judgment is 
deferred during a 
brainstorm, as the 
goal is to come 
up with as many 
ideas as possible. 
Ideas are best 
communicated with 
quick sketches.

Synthesis Process
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Capture Your Learnings
During your research you talked to many people and were inspired by immersing yourself in 
their contexts. Now that you’re back with your design team and starting the Ideation phase, 
it’s time to talk about what you’ve learned.

Set Up a Space to Download
Before you begin downloading, 
you’ll want to make sure you’re in 
a room with plenty of wall space 
or boards to post your learnings. 
Distribute Post-it notes (or their 
equivalent) and markers to the 
whole team. It may also be helpful 
to have large sheets of paper and 
tape to attach these sheets to the 
wall.

Download Your Learnings
After weeks of design research 
in the Inspiration phase, you’ve 
probably got a huge amount of 
notes, photos, impressions, and 
quotes. Now it’s time to start 
making sense of them! Take turns 
pouring key information out of 
your head and onto
Post-its. Spend time on each 
individual you met and each 
place you visited. Be specific 
when discussing what actually 
happened, and revisit the notes 
you took during your
 

research. If possible, print out 
some of the photos you took 
and using them to illustrate your 
stories. Follow the prompts  
below when deciding what 
information to capture.

Share Inspiring Stories
Tell the most compelling stories 
from the field to your teammates. 
Try to be both specific (talking 
about what actually happened) 
and descriptive (using physical 
senses to give texture to the 
description). Report on who, 
what, when, where, why, and 
how. And then invite each of your 
teammates to share their own 
inspiring
stories. The goal is to build a 
repository of stories for your 
team to draw from, tell, and retell. 
Capturing those resonant ideas 
and feelings, and building them 
into the very narrative of your 
team’s work will help everyone 
down the line

This Gets You
A deeper contextual 
understanding shared by 
your entire team.

Keep in Mind
Tell stories person by 
person, one at a time. 
Use vivid details, direct 
quotes whenever you 
can, and describe your 
immediate experiences. 
This is not the time to 
generalize or judge.

IDEATION

WHAT SHOULD YOU CAPTURE?
- Personal Details: Who did you meet? (Profession, age, location, etc)
- Interesting Stories: What’s the most memorable or surprising thing they told you?

- Motivations: What did this participant care about the most? What motivates him/her?

- Barriers: What frustrated him/her?
- Interactions: What was interesting about the way he/she interacted with his/her   
  environment?

- Remaining Questions: What questions would you like to explore if you had another    
  conversation with this person?
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HERE ARE SOME HELPFUL TIPS FOR A DESIGN 
TEAM DOWNLOAD...

- Actively Listen: While you are listening to each 
other, compare and contrast the things you have 
learned. Explore areas where you find different 
opinions and contradictions. Begin to look for 
recurring themes.

- Capture the Information  in  Small  Pieces: 
While you are listening to your design teammates 
tell their stories, write down notes and 
observations on Post- its (or their equivalent). Use 
concise but complete sentences that everyone 
on your team can easily understand. Capture 
quotes—they are a powerful way of representing 
the voice of a participant.
 
- Display Your Notes: You will want to write large 
enough so that everyone can read your notes. 
Your team will put all Post-its up on the wall, 

organizing them into separate categories for 
each person that your team interviewed and each 
place that your team visited. At the end of story 
sharing, you’ll have many sheets lined up on the 
wall with hundreds of Post-it notes. This will be a 
great jumping off point for your design team to 
begin imagining new opportunities and solutions.
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Capture Your Learnings
Now that you’ve downloaded what you learned during the Inspiration phase, it’s time to work 
with your design team to identify patterns and themes. These themes will inform your insight 
statements and eventually lead your team to identify opportunities for design.

Cluster Related Information
To start searching for meaning 
in all that you’ve discovered 
during your field research, your 
team will group your learnings 
into categories or buckets. You 
can start by having every team 
member choose three Post-its they 
find most interesting. Place each of 
them on a large
sheet of paper or spread them on 
the table in front of the team.

Begin to look for more evidence of 
how these relate to one another. 
Have any patterns emerged? Is 
there a compelling insight
you heard again and again? A 
consistent problem the people 
you’re designing for face? What 
feels significant? What surprised 
you? Start rearranging the Post-its 
into these new buckets.

Clustering will take some time. 
Arrange and rearrange the Post-
its, discuss, debate, and talk 
through what’s emerging. Don’t 
stop until everyone is satisfied 
that the clusters represent rich 
opportunities for design.

Find Themes
Effectively identifying themes and 
naming these clusters will help 
guide your insights and “How 
Might We” statements down the 
line. Name the clusters you have 
defined, e.g., “access to capital” or 
“problems
with distribution.” Continue to sort 
and rearrange the information until 
you feel your themes accurately 

represent your design research—
make sure no major
themes are missing.
 
Turn Themes into  Insight  
Statements Your team will take 
a closer look at the themes 
you created for each of your 
clusters, as well as the stories 
that support these themes. Next, 
you’ll transform each theme into a 
sentence, eg: “There is no financial 
incentive for distributors to deliver 
fruit in the community.” Write in full 
sentences. Each theme may result 
in multiple insight statements.

Revisit Your Challenge
Revisit the design challenge that 
you started out with: How do your 
new insight statements relate to 
your challenge? Narrow down your 
insights to those that are most 
relevant to the original design 
challenge. Be prepared to let go of 
details that are less important. Try 
to limit your insights to the three to 
five most important ones.

Refine Your Insight Statements 
Experiment with the wording and 
structure to best communicate 
your insights. Create short and 
memorable sentences that get to
the point. Make sure your insights  
convey the sense of a new 
perspective or possibility.
Consider inviting someone who 
is not part of your team to read 
your insights statements and check 
whether they resonate with an 
outside audience.

This Gets You
Topics to help you 
narrow and focus your 
design solution.

Keep in Mind
Not every insight 
is entirely new 
information. Often, 
you will find things 
that you knew about 
before, but your 
research may have 
given you a new 
perspective. Don’t be
shy about retelling 
these stories.
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Focus on How Might We
Insights are most valuable when they can be used to generate inspiring new ideas. The trick 
is to transform your insight statements into generative questions which will become the 
springboard that your design team uses to brainstorm innovative new solutions. We call these 
questions “How Might We” (HMW) questions.

This Gets You
Generative 
and actionable 
brainstorming
questions that 
respond to the insights 
you found.

Keep in Mind
Avoid brainstorm 
questions that already 
imply a solution. Ask 
yourself: “Why do we 
want to do that?” This 
will help you reframe 
your question more 
broadly.

Frame Your Insights  as  
Questions 
During this step, you’ll create 
generative questions that build 
off of the insight sentences that 
your team just created. Start 
each statement with “How Might 
We...?” as an invitation for input, 
suggestions, and exploration. 
Generate multiple questions for 
every insight statement. Write 
them in plain, simple, and concise 
language.

Scoping a proper question can be 
difficult. Too narrow and you may 
hinder creativity, but too broad and 
it won’t be actionable.

Take a look at these examples:

- How might we provide 
transportation options for 
distributors supplying  fruit in 
low-income neighborhoods? This 
implies that the solution is related 
to logistics. By framing the HMW 
question so narrowly, we have 
limited the possible directions 
that the team can take during 
brainstorming. This statement is 
too narrow.

- How might we sell more fruit in 
low- income neighborhoods? This 
question doesn’t give enough 
direction because it doesn’t imply 
a starting point or immediately 
help people generate ideas around 
one category (such as distributors). 
This HMW statement is too broad.

- How might we incentivize 
distributors to make fruit deliveries 
in low-income neighborhoods? This  
HMW  question is better because 
it leaves open many possible 
directions that new solutions can 
take, including logistics, financial 
incentives, or even community 
pride. This HMW question is 
scoped properly.

Select the Top Three
Your design team will select three 
of your best HMW questions for 
your brainstorm session. Trust 
your gut feeling: Choose those 
questions that feel exciting and 
help you think of ideas right away. 
Also, select the questions that are 
most important to address and 
feel like they have the biggest 
opportunity for design solutions, 
even if they feel difficult to solve 
for.
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Framing the Challenge
Now you’ve downloaded your research and sorted through it to find the relevant topics, you will need to 
define the problem that the user is experiencing.  For this create an ‘insight statement’ and a ‘How Might We’ 
Question.    

The following is a guideline for formulating ‘insight statements’ and ‘how might we questions’  at Umuzi.  
However, these guidelines are exactly that- guidelines.  Because of the nature of the complex problems we 
try to address in Human Centered Design, it is common that a one size fits all approach does not always work. 
You will have to test and practice fair judgment in applying the following formulas. 

Insight Statement

User need(s) user need because insight. 

How Might We question

How might we action user need for user to empathies on insight  

Formula

Formula

Example

Example

Formulating a ‘Insight statement’ 

Formulating a ‘how might we’ question. 

User

Need

User’s need 

Because

Insight

How might we

Action 

user need 

for

user 

to 

empathies on insight  

Umuzi bootcampers

Need

a Method of way-finding

Because

many boot-campers struggle 

to find the entrance  

How might we

Create

a Method of way-finding

for

boot-campers of Umuzi

to 

easily find Umuzi studios   

Tip! Defining user need

1. Define too narrow
2. Define too broad
3. Find a happy medium. 

ie. 

1. A map
2. A solution
3. A method of way-finding
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Working with Eram Scientific, an eToilet manufacturer in India, an IDEO.org team set out 
to help them make their electronic toilet experience more intuitive, user-friendly, and safe. 
After weeks of field research, the team synthesized all of the things they learned from their 
interviews, experts, and observations to identify a set of key insights to help guide their 
design.

Eram Scientific’s eToilet is 
self-cleaning, coin-operated, 
and programmed to gather 
data on its usage. However, 
once the design team arrived 
to the field they saw that the 
eToilet was not actually being 
used all that frequently. They 
quickly realized that there 
were key pieces of the user 
and brand experience that 
were ripe for a rethink.

The design team focused on 
Eram’s target market in urban 
areas of southern India, and 
began their field research in 
Bangalore and Trivandrum. 
The team conducted over 
100 interviews ranging from 
those who avoided using 
public toilets to frequent 
users. In addition, the team 
undertook extensive research 
with Eram staff, cleaning and 
service personnel, and even 
government officials.

Some key themes the team 
found were that cleanliness, 
reliability, and gender- 
friendliness were the biggest 
concerns people had when 
making the choice to use  a 
public toilet. Let’s look at 

a few examples of insights 
that fit under the theme 
of reliability, some more 
complex than others:
a) Reliability drives routine, 
and b) The people who live 
and work near a public toilet 
play a crucial role in directing 
users toward or away from it.

Another insight that came 
out of their field research 
pertaining to the gender- 
friendliness theme was that 
women want a private space 
from which to enter and exit 
the toilet. This spawned from 
many interviews with Indian 
women who said they would 
feel more comfortable using 
a public toilet if there were a 
place for them to retie their 
sari before exiting the toilet.

The final designs for this 
project took these insights to 
heart and resulted in many 
changes and additions to the 
eToilet—one of which was 
an L-shaped wall outside the 
door of the toilet for privacy.

To see the full list of insights, 
visit: http://bit.ly/etoilet_
insights

Method in Action: Insight Statements

27The Course Manual for Human Centered Design



Part Three

The Course Manual for Human Centered Design



Overview of Ideation Phase: Prototyping
The next part of the Ideation phase will enable you to turn your opportunities for design into 
innovative concepts to prototype.

First, you’ll brainstorm lots of new ideas and select a few of the most promising to move 
forward with. Then, you’ll build prototypes to test these concepts in the community and 
continue to gather feedback and improve on your ideas. This cycle of prototyping and iterating 
will ultimately help shape a more innovative, effective solution.

Prototype: Make Your Ideas Real
Following the synthesis of your ideas into opportunities, the Ideation phase is a chance for you to make 
your ideas come to life and test them with the people you’re designing for. There’s a few key things to 
remember about prototyping. First, remember your Class 1 Readings when you first learned about the 
Mindsets of human-centered design? Prototyping is all about learning from failure. Build and test your  
ideas quickly so that you may learn and continue iterating on them. Second, don’t think of prototyping    
as a linear process. As you test your concepts, you will have to jump between the following steps often. 
This cyclical process of testing your prototypes, getting feedback, and iterating is an important one in 
order to create an effective, innovative solution in the end.

Ideas
As you’ve now 
seen, idea 
generation is all 
about coming up 
with as many ideas 
as possible—wild 
and crazy or simple
and practical. 
You’ve then 
narrowed these 
ideas down to what 
you most practically 
see succeeding and 
what you think is 
most innovative.
These final ideas will
serve as the basis 
for you to build out 
the concept for 
your solution.

Create a Concept 
First, before we 
create one—what’s 
a concept? A 
concept is a more 
polished and 
complete version 
of your idea. It’s 
starting to look like 
an answer to your 
HMW question. 
This is where you 
move from problem 
to solution and it 
drives everything 
that comes next. 
In this Class 3 
Workshop, we’ll 
teach you one way 
to visualize your 
concept—through 
an experience map.

Prototype
This is the fun part! 
Prototyping is the 
time to make ideas 
tangible, to learn 
more about your 
idea simply by 
trying it. Remember, 
you learn just as 
much from the 
failures as the 
successes. Your 
prototypes should 
be rough and only 
as accurate as 
needed
to get key feedback 
from the people 
you’re designing 
for.

Get Feedback 
Soliciting feedback 
on your concept 
and prototypes 
helps keep the 
people you’re 
designing for at 
the center of your 
project.
Collecting feedback 
from potential users 
is what pushes 
things forward and 
allows you to iterate 
and refine until your 
solution is working.

Iterate
Now you’ll want to 
synthesize some of 
the feedback you 
got and brainstorm 
how your concept 
could change 
based on your 
feedback. Once 
you’ve determined 
how your prototype 
should change to 
reflect the feedback 
you got,
go ahead and 
build it. This loop 
of prototyping, 
getting feedback, 
and iterating based 
on feedback will 
happen a number of 
times.

Prototyping  Process
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Brainstorming
Now that you have formulated your How Might We questions, it’s time to get in to the ideation phase and 
find solutions for your problem. 

In groups, come up with as many possible solutions to address your HMW as possible.  To push your ideas 
and shift into a creative mind-set, we want to think outside the box.  It is easy to come up with ideas, but 
difficult to come up with unique and original ones. 

RIP Brainstorm-
Ridiculous, Improbable, Plausible

R. Consider answers that are Ridiculous.  It 
doesnt matter if they would cost an imposible 
amount or invole rockstars personlly escorting 
you.  Dare to dream. 

I. Then think of all the improbable ideas.  Those 
ones that you think of but you don’t bother 
writing them down- write them down.  We can 
build on these. 

P. Lastly, think of ideas that might just work, 
but think of them from as many different.  

Bucketing a narrative  
Now that you have MILLIONS of ideas, you need 
to bucket them.  You will start to notice themes 
of ideas.  The ridiculous and the plausible may 
be different executions of the same underlying 
principle.  Look out for this, maybe those bad 
ideas are not so bad after all. 

Bucket into themes that you can gauge an 
experience from.  Instead of simply labelling a 
bucket ‘time’, consider what they experience of 
the theme is, ‘being late’.  We will then be able to 
talk about user experience created by an idea, 
rather than the physical representation of the 
idea itself.  
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What if We…
We have asked the question How Might We.  Now let’s answer that through a 
narrative of our user experience by starting with ‘What if We…’  followed by the 
strongest themes or ideas of your buckets.

An example, ‘What if we could partake in a programme where people could learn, 
get paid to learn while getting on-the-job work experience and be guaranteed of 
a high-value job with a top employer within one year?’ 
Note how we have incorporated many different strong ideas into one experience. 

Many ideas made into an experience thrugh story telling- 

1) What if we could partake in a 
2) programme where people could learn,
3) get paid to learn while 
4) Growing technical skills- on-the-job work experience and be guaranteed of a 
5)  high-value job with a top employer within one year?’

The 10 star experience
Now let’s push our user’s experience to the next level.  If the current experience 
narrative you’ve got to through the previous exercise is a 5 star experience,  
what would a 6 start experience look like?  Move over, what would the 10 star 
experience look like?  Be bold. Go big. 

A 10 star of learning might look like-   

1) What if we learn new skills 
2) by shadowing the president,     
3) while networking with the top business leaders     
4) working one high impact projects.                               
5) in order to be fully equipped with the necessary skills for when you become 
the next president or CEO?’      

Note: we are not explaining the best version of a single proposed intervention, 
but the best possible version of an experience for your user.

This Gets You
to focus in on the best ideas 
of your brainstorm.

Keep in Mind
By telling a story, we are 
keeping the user and their 
experience front of mind. 
If we only focused on 
solutions, we easily loose 
sight of the person the 
solution is for. 

This Gets You
To push your already 
ambitions ideas even 
further. 
Keep in Mind
Don’t think of the 
practicalities, how it will be 
made or who will be paying.  
If you can stretch your mind 
to think of a truly innovative 
idea, you will be able to 
work out the ins and outs in 
the next phase. 



Generate Ideas
Brainstorming may often be thought of as wild and unstructured, but it is actually a focused 
activity that involves a lot of discipline. Follow the brainstorming rules, but also have lots of fun. 
This is the stage of the human-centered design process where you really get to tap into your 
creativity.

This Gets You
The right kind  of 
space for a dynamic 
brainstorming session, 
and ultimately lots of 
fresh, new ideas!

Keep in Mind
When you make 
brainstorming part 
of another activity, 
lesson, or meeting, 
remember that 
generating ideas  is a 
mode that participants 
need a little time to 
get into. Create the 
time and space for 
a transition into that 
mindset.

Choose an Appropriate Space
Make sure to conduct your Class 3 
Workshop in a room with sufficient 
wall space, where participants 
can comfortably get up from their 
chairs and move around.

Provide Tools to Capture Ideas
Gather materials like Post-it notes 
(or their equivalent), markers, 
paper, and snacks— don’t 
underestimate the power of sugar 
in a brainstorming session!

Invite a Diverse Group of People 
Consider involving people who are 
not part of your team to the Class 
3 brainstorming session, as they’ll 
have a fresh perspective. Try to 
include six to eight people.

Plan for 45 Minutes or So
It’s best to keep  brainstorming  
sessions less than an hour, so 
plan on two to three brainstorm 
questions, and spend no more 
than 15-20 minutes on each. This is 
the best approach for maintaining 
focus and energy.

Select a Facilitator
The Class Leader should lead the 
brainstorm. Familiarize yourself 
with brainstorming protocol.
 
Introduce the Brainstorming  
Rules 
Explain each rule and its purpose 
to set the right tone for the 
activity. You can find an overview 
of brainstorming rules on the next 
page of these readings.

Equip Everyone for Participation 
Gather your team near a wall or 
flipchart. Give everyone a Post-
it pad and a marker. Encourage 
people to draw and be visual. 
Remind them to write in large 
letters and to note only one idea 
per Post-it.

Move One by One
Post the question you are 
brainstorming about on the wall 
so everyone can see it. Ask 
participants to take a few minutes 
and write down their first ideas 
before starting as a group. Then 
facilitate the brainstorm and 
capture each individual idea.

Keep the Energy High
Provide encouragement or 
alternative topics if the flow of 
ideas slows down. Switch to a new 
brainstorm question every 15-20 
minutes. Throw out some wild 
ideas yourself. Remind your team 
of the rules if needed. Set a goal 
for how many ideas you want to 
generate in total.
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BRAINSTORM RULES

1. Defer Judgement. There are no bad ideas in a brainstorm. There will be 
plenty of time to narrow the ideas later.

2. Encourage Wild Ideas. Even if an idea doesn’t seem realistic, it may spark a 
great idea for someone else.

3. Build on the Ideas of Others. When you hear an idea from a teammate, think 
“and...” rather than “but...” in order to be as generative and open as possible.

4. Stay Focused on Topic. To get more out of your session, keep your 
brainstorm “How Might We” question in sight.

5. One Conversation at a Time. All ideas should be heard, so only one person 
should talk at a time. Wait your turn to share and make sure the whole group is 
listening.

6. Be Visual. Draw your ideas, as opposed to just writing them down. Stick 
figures and simple sketches can say more than many words.

7. Go for Quantity. Set an outrageous goal—then surpass it. The best way to 
find one good idea is to come up with lots of ideas.
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Select Promising Ideas
The passion and energy of your team around particular ideas will make the development of 
your designs successful going forward. To get a sense of which brainstorming ideas generate 
the most excitement, everyone on the team will vote on their favorites while they are still fresh 
in your minds.

This Gets You
A selection of ideas 
that the whole team is 
excited about taking 
forward.

Keep in Mind
Trust your gut feeling.
As long as there is 
excitement about an 
idea, it will be a good 
basis to work from.

Bundle Your Ideas
Spend a few minutes immediately 
after a brainstorming session 
grouping together similar ideas.

Vote for Favorite Ideas
Your team will then select their 
favorite ideas to move forward 
with for the remainder of the 
Ideation phase. Everyone will make 
two selections — the idea that you 
think is most likely to succeed and 
the idea that you find to be most 
innovative. Let people decide in 
silence first, so that they  are not 
swayed by others’ opinions.

Vote directly on the brainstorm 
Post-it’s, either using sticky dots or 
simply drawing a dot.

Discuss the Results
Count the votes and determine 
the most popular ideas. As a team, 
evaluate the most promising ideas 
and decide which ones to develop 
further. Be realistic about the 
number you can pursue—aim for 
two or three ideas to start with.
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Determine What to Prototype
Your design team has thought of some big ideas over the last three classes. Now that it’s time 
to prototype, the first step in this process is breaking apart your idea into smaller components 
that you can test.

This Gets You
A better sense for 
the big picture of 
your idea but with 
an actionable plan 
for prototyping 
and testing smaller 
elements of the 
concept.

Keep in Mind
The key is testing 
small pieces of the 
whole instead of 
investing heavy 
time and resources 
into bringing the 
entire  idea to life. 
Build prototypes 
only around those 
details which help 
you address a core 
assumption.

Break Down the User Experience
Any idea or service that you create 
will have a beginning, a middle, and 
an end for a user experiencing it. 
How will a person find out about 
your idea? What will their first 
experience with the product or 
service be like? How does the 
experience end?
Your design team will break down 
the user experience for your idea 
into several discrete parts.

Create an Experience Map
Next, you’ll visualize the 
experience of your idea over 
time through a series of images, 
sketches, cartoons, or even 
just text blocks. Stick figures 
are great—you don’t need to 
be an artist. Use Post-it notes 
or individual sheets of paper to 
create the storyboard so you can 
rearrange their order.

What Do You Need to Learn?
Each step in the user experience 
that you’ve created has questions 
that your team needs to answer 
in order to understand how your 
idea might work in practice. For 
example: “How will people hear 
about your product?
Will users be willing to pay in 
advance for your service?” Your 
team will identify these questions 
and then brainstorm prototypes 
to help you get answers from the 
community.

Create an Order of Operations
Your team will identify which 
questions are the most important 
to answer first and what form 
of prototype will best help you 
answer those questions. Once you 
begin receiving feedback from 
these prototypes, you’ll iterate and 
refine your idea accordingly

1

2

3

4

A friendly SmartLife sales agent comes to 
your home weekly to customize your orders 
and provide you with top quality service.

Order and pay for a personalized selection 
of water and products on a weekly basis.

Your order is sent to our treatment facili-
ty where we filter your water and fill your 
containers.

Your water and product order is delivered by 
truck and carried into your home by friendly 
SmartLife Delivery staff.

An IDEO.org design team creating a water and hygiene product subscription service 
started by roughly mapping out the full service experience—from how the customer first 
becomes aware of the offering to when the subscription arrives at their door.
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GREAT IDEA—LET’S PROTOTYPE!

A prototype is essentially a tangible answer to a theoretical question. And rather than testing 
an entire idea, the best prototypes help to get you answers to very specific questions about an 
idea. Sometimes designers have great ideas, but create prototypes that are much too broad to 
give them good answers.

As part of a recent IDEO.org workshop, a team was tasked with thinking of new ways to help 
youth with alcohol addiction. The team had an idea involving mobile counseling centers that 
could visit different neighborhoods. The team decided to build a scale model prototype of the 
mobile counseling center. While this prototype helped the team get more clarity on what the 
center might look like, it didn’t help them answer any of the specific questions about how the 
users in the community might want to interact with their idea.

More useful prototypes might have helped the team answer some of the following questions 
related to smaller parts of the larger mobile counseling center idea:

How might someone learn 
about the alcohol counseling 
sessions offered by the 
center?

What  if we prototyped: 
New ways of disseminating 
information. How about 
printing information about 
the center on the paper and 
plastic bags liquor stores 
require people to place their 
purchases in?

How would members of the 
community respond to this 
prototype? Would it make 
them more likely to visit the 
mobile counseling center?

How might this person sign 
up for a counseling session 
at the mobile center?

What if we prototyped: 
Different places where people 
could sign up for counseling 
sessions. What about jails, in 
the hospital after a drinking-
related incident, after getting 
arrested?

Would creating a hotline for 
friends or partners who know 
someone with a problem be 
another way to connect with 
potential individuals?
 

How might the counseling 
center help someone stay 
sober once they are no 
longer in counseling?

What if we prototyped: 
Different ways to keep in 
touch with people. Do people 
prefer monthly  check  in 
calls? Emails? Buddy  groups? 
Is there a way we might help 
people design their own 
support system?
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Make Your Prototypes
Prototypes enable you to share your ideas with other people, get feedback, and learn how    
to further refine them. You can prototype just about anything. Below are a few examples of 
different types of prototypes that you can create.

This Gets You
A tangible 
representation of 
your idea that you can 
share and learn from.

Keep in Mind
Keep a running log of 
questions  that  come 
up while you build 
prototypes. Revisit 
and answer them as 
you
develop your idea 
further.

Take photos and 
capture the evolution 
of your prototype 
over time as you make 
changes and increase 
its resolution.

Create a Model
Put together simple three-
dimensional representations of 
your idea. Use paper, cardboard, 
pipe cleaners, fabric, and whatever 
else you can find. At the start,  
keep it rough and at a low fidelity. 
Evolve the details and resolution 
over time.

Create a Mock-Up
Build mock-ups of digital tools or 
websites with simple sketches of 
screens on paper. Tape the mock-
up to an actual computer screen or 
mobile phone when testing it.

Create a Role-Play
Act out the experience of your 
idea. Try on the roles of the people 
that are part of the situation and 
uncover questions they might ask. 
Consider assembling simple props 
and/ or uniforms to help people 
experience your product or service 
as a bit more real.

Create a Diagram
Map out the structure, network, 
journey, or process of your idea. 
Try different versions. Diagrams 
can be especially helpful to share a 
service you’re imagining.

Create a Story
Tell the story of your idea from 
the future. Describe what the 
experience would be like. Write a 
newspaper article reporting about 
your idea. Write a job description.

Create an Advertisement
Create a fake advertisement that 
promotes the best parts of your 
idea. Have fun with it. Now change 
the tone of the advertisement 
to appeal to different types of 
customers (your grandmother 
versus your cousin the college 
student).
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While designing new mobile tools for Mercy Corps in the Philippines, this 
team prototyped a mock-up of a phone screen on a giant posterboard.

While testing a water subscription service, this team made sample 
advertising pamphlets of what the service would include.

Building a social entreprise in the 
DRC, this team gave uniforms to 
community ambassadors to promote 
and test price points.

When working on a clean 
cookstoves project, this team 
created a model prototype to mimic 
the shape of a cooking burner.

This team working on financial 
solutions project, used role play 
to act out the user experience of 
navigating an ATM.
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Test & Get Feedback
Feedback is one of the most valuable tools in developing an idea. Sharing prototypes early   
in the design process helps you see what really matters to people and which aspects need 
improvement. It’s time to go back and talk to the people you’re designing for and begin 
getting feedback on your ideas.

This Gets You
A plan for your 
feedback activities.

Keep in Mind
of conversations to
get robust feedback. 
Consider the few 
constituents that might 
help you learn quickly.

Consider the Setting
Decide what context you want 
to share your idea in. Is it helpful 
to first show a rough idea in an 
informal setting you are familiar 
with (such as the workshop 
room where your team has been 
meeting)? Or
will you learn the most from 
seeing your prototype in the 
context where it will ultimately be 
used (in other words, out in the 
community)?

Define What to Test
With your team, determine what 
kind of feedback you are looking 
for: Do you want to get feedback 
on the first impression of your 
idea? Are you trying to learn 
whether people would participate 
in a new activity you designed? 
Are you wondering whether 
people will change behaviors over 
time because of your concept? 
Capture your thoughts and create 
a list that will remind you of the 
goals of your research.

Define Feedback Activities
Based on what you are trying to 
learn, carefully plan your feedback 
activities.

Arrange for a conversation if you 
are interested in a first impression. 
Set up an activity or service 
as if it were real if you want to 
observe peoples’ actual behaviors. 
Consider letting people use a 
prototype over a period of time 
if you are interested in its longer-
term impact.

Invite Honesty and Openness
Introduce your prototype as a 
work in progress. Make it clear 
that the development of your 
idea is still in progress, and that 
based upon their feedback, you  
will continue to make further 
changes and improvements to the 
prototype.

Stay Neutral
Present all concepts with a neutral 
tone. Don’t be defensive or sell 
your idea—listen to all feedback 
and take notes both on the 
positive and negative comments.

Adapt on the Fly
Encourage participants to build on 
the idea, and revise the prototype 
as you go. Be ready to eliminate or 
change parts of the idea.
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This Gets You
Constructive feedback 
on your prototype 
and new ideas and 
perspectives on how 
to improve your 
concept.

Keep in Mind
Try to let participants 
experience your 
concept, rather than 
just talking about 
it. Let them interact 
with a prototype in 
their own context, or 
integrate them into 
a role play. Don’t shy 
away from changing 
your prototype in 
between feedback 
conversations. Test 
your iterations right 
away.

Provide Multiple Prototypes
If time permits, or if you have a 
prototype that is easily adaptable, 
consider preparing various versions 
of your prototype to encourage 
people to compare
and contrast.

Find a Space & Time
Plan for some extra time after a 
feedback session so you can share 
your impressions with you team 
right after your conversation when 
they are still fresh in your mind.

Capture Your Ideas & Design 
Iterations
Discuss how to improve your 
prototype and capture ideas for 
a next iteration immediately. If 
permitted by participants, take 
photos of the prototype testing in 
action—it will help jog your memory 
later.

Share Your Impressions
Discuss the conversation with 
your team. Compare each other’s 
learnings. Take notes on your 
conversation.

CONSIDER USING THE 
FOLLOWING PROMPTS

- What did participants 
value the most?

- What got them excited?

- What would convince 
them about the idea?

- Which parts would 
participants like to 
improve?

- What did not work?

- What needs further 
investigation?

A design team looking to reimagine a hotel experience built a mock-up room using foam core. 
They asked potential guests to tour the space on their own and write down their observation 
as they walked through. What things did they like? Was there something missing?
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Integrate Feedback & Iterate
Feedback is invaluable to developing an idea, but can also be quite confusing. It may be 
contradictory or may not align with your goals. Sort through the responses you receive and 
decide on what to integrate in your next iteration.

This Gets You
A way to refine your 
idea based on what 
you’ve heard and 
insight into the next 
prototype you should 
make.

Keep in Mind
Iteration can happen 
after your full testing 
and feedback session 
is complete, or it can
happen on the fly. 
Don’t be afraid to 
iterate quickly!

Cluster the Feedback
As a  team, discuss the reactions 
you received to your prototypes. 
Start by sharing the impressions 
you captured right after  your 
feedback conversations. Take 
notes on Post-its. Sort and cluster 
the feedback: What was positively 
received? What concerns came 
up? What suggestions and builds 
did you find?

Evaluate the Relevance
Take a moment to revisit where 
you started. Look at your earlier 
learnings and ideas. What was 
your original intent? Does it still 
hold true, based on the feedback 
you have received?

Prioritize the Feedback
As a team, come to an 
understanding about the feedback 
that is most important to making 
your idea a success. Sort your 
notes and create an overview 
of which feedback you want to 
respond to.

Evolve Your Prototype
Incorporate valuable feedback 
into your concept. Make changes 
where people saw barriers. 
Emphasize what was well received. 
Then, create a new prototype 
that you can share. Go through 
feedback cycles repeatedly and 
continue to improve your concept.

During some product  design projects, a team may go through dozens of iterations   
evolving the shape, color, and material—among other characteristics—until they find out 
what’s working and what’s not.
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Overview of Implementation Phase
The Implementation phase is about understanding how to bring your solution to life, and to 
market in the real world. In the end, you’ll know that your solution will be a success because 
you’ve kept the very people you’re looking to serve at the heart of the process.

This class will give you the tools necessary to consider how you would build partnerships, 
refine your business model, pilot your idea, and eventually get your idea out there—if you were 
to truly implement your idea, that is!

Understand Your Target
Before implementing, you’ll want to understand what your solution will mean to both the people 
implementing it and to those you’re designing for. Everyone wants a revolutionary idea, but long-term 
success might come from incremental change. Also, think about the capacity of the implementing 
group; you’ll want a solution that they can actually carry out

Innovation 2x2
This exercise is a quick and visual 
way to understand just how 
difficult your design solutions 
might be to implement. This 
exercise will help you identify 
whether your solutions are 
incremental, evolutionary, or 
revolutionary and whether your 
solutions extend, adapt, or create 
a totally new offering. You’ll also 
clarify whether your solutions 
are targeted at your current user 
group or whether it expands to 
a new group of users. By seeing 
your solutions in relation to each 
other, you’ll quickly ascertain 
which ones your organization 
has the means, manpower, and 
capacity to undertake.

IMPLEMENTATION

This Gets You
A snapshot of where 
your solution falls 
from baby steps 
to groundbreaking 
innovation.

Keep in Mind
One key to success 
is finding the right 
balance between 
where your solutions 
fall on the 2x2 and the 
capacity of the people 
implementing.

HERE’S HOW TO MAKE YOUR MATRIX

- Draw Your 2x2: On a large sheet of paper, 
draw your grid—the vertical axis represents 
the novelty of your offering and the 
horizontal axis represents its users. Totally 
new offerings land above the horizontal axis 
and existing ones land below. An idea aimed 
at new users falls to the right of the vertical 
axis and one that affects existing users falls 
to the left.

- Write Your Solutions on Post-its: Place 
revolutionary new ideas that will attract new 
users in the top right quadrant. Incremental 
ideas that offer small builds on existing 
services will hit below the horizontal axis.

 
- Assess Your Distribution: Look at the 
spread of your solutions from incremental to 
revolutionary. Are there gaps in your portfolio 
of solutions? Are parts of the matrix blank 
and others full? If so, you may want to go 
back to brainstorming in order to develop 
solutions that will intentionally fill that gap.

- What’s Your Matrix Telling You?: Lots of 
organizations say that they’re interested in 
revolutionary thinking, but often, incremental 
change can have the greatest chance for 
big impact. Think hard about what your 
organization can realistically achieve and 
what will benefit your constituents most.
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Create an Action Plan
Feedback is one of the most valuable tools in developing an idea. Sharing prototypes early   
in the design process helps you see what really matters to people and which aspects need 
improvement. It’s time to go back and talk to the people you’re designing for and begin 
getting feedback on your ideas.

This Gets You
A better sense of what 
it will take to make 
your idea work in a 
real-world context.

Keep in Mind
The more diligent and 
intentional you are 
about finding partners, 
staff, and a strategy 
that are the right 
fit, the more you’ll 
set your idea up for 
success.

Make a Roadmap
Roadmapping is a chance to 
gather the key stakeholders in 
your project and collectively figure 
out a timeline, determine who is 
responsible for which  elements  
of the project, and establish key 
milestones. Sometimes it’s helpful 
to print out a big calendar for 
the next year or 18 months  and 
use it to map out what needs to 
happen when—key dates such as 
a Pilot launch in addition to tasks 
that need to happen in order to 
support these milestones, such as 
manufacturing start and end dates.

Staff Your Project
The methodology here is pretty 
similar to how you first build a 
team in the Inspiration phase, only 
this time you’ll want to be
far more targeted. Whereas a 
multi- disciplinary team is great 
during design research for arriving 
at unexpected ideas and novel 
solutions, in the Implementation 
phase you’ll be looking for 
specialized know-how, technical 
capacity, outside partners, and 
funding. Consider the needs of 
your project, and evaluate if now’s 
the time for some team members 
to roll off your project and for 
others to roll on.
 
Build Partnerships
As you move through the 
Implementation phase you may 
realize that you’ll need to rely on 
a variety of partners. For example, 

you’ll identify potential funding 
partners when you Develop a 
Funding Strategy below or craft 
your Sustainable Revenue model 
(Class 4, Step 5). The key idea here 
is identifying the kinds of partners 
you’ll need, and starting to build 
relationships with them.

Develop a Funding Strategy
A funding strategy will get you 
the money you need to get your 
solution  out into the world. Get 
any key funding
partners together with your design 
team and brainstorm the best 
ways to get your project off the 
ground. This strategy may
be different than your ultimate 
sustainable revenue approach, so 
focus on your short- term financial 
approach here.

Create a Pitch
At this point in the project, it will 
become more and more crucial 
to be able to communicate 
your idea—how it  works, why it 
counts, and who it benefits. And 
in the process of making a pitch, 
you’ll clarify the key elements 
of your idea and refine how you 
talk about them. Keep in mind 
the different types of people 
you may talk to— from banks to 
potential customers—and make 
the appropriate changes based on 
your target listeners.
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Asili, a community-owned social 
enterprise, was designed and launched 
to bring improved health, water, 
nutrition, and agriculture to the DRC.

To ensure a successful launch and 
sustainable model, significant time went 
into defining the roles of Asili’s staff 
members and what skills were key.

This road map of Asili’s launch plan provides an overview of the next five 
years where Asili is projected to expand its offerings to include energy, 
education, and sanitation.

At the end of three years, Asili is projected to be operating within five 
communities. This is another roadmap that shows which phases of the 
social enterprise will be rolled out in different communities.

For Asili to operate as planned, the 
team needed to plot out where the 
funding gap was and when the social 
enterprise model would break even.
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Launch Your Solution
Take your idea to the next level by testing it in the marketplace. A Live Prototype or a Pilot 
are important tools designed to test the desirability, feasibility, and viability of your idea with 
customers at a small scale and on a limited budget. Here is a broad overview of what  to keep 
in mind when first testing an idea in the marketplace

This Gets You
An important look 
at how your solution 
reacts to real market 
forces.

Keep in Mind
Though iteration is 
still the name of the 
game, it will be less 
frequent at this point. 
Live Prototypes and 
Pilots are meant for 
concepts that are 
pretty high resolution.

Run a Live Prototype
Live prototyping is one of the most 
powerful ways to test your solution 
in a real marketplace context. 
Until now, your prototypes have 
been rough, doing only enough to 
convey the idea you wanted
to test. Consider a Live Prototype 
to be a stress test for your solution 
in real-world conditions. It can run 
from a few days to a few weeks 
and will help you understand the 
feasibility and viability of your idea.

Define What to Test
As with prototyping during the 
Ideation phase, you’ll want to 
determine what it is you want to 
test in your Live Prototype.

Here are a few places to start:

- Pricing—How much will you 
charge for your product or 
service? Might
this price vary from community to 
community? How do these prices 
compare to your competitors?

- Payment options—How will 
customers pay for your product or 
service? Up-
front? Installments? Might they 
want a subscription?

- Incentives—Who are your 
employees and what are their 
incentives for making your product 
or service a
success? Do they work on 
commission?

- Customer retention—Are repeat 
customers essential for your 
business model? What incentives 
might you provide to keep them?

- Customer experience—Can you 
experiment with different ways 
that customers might interact with 
your product or service during 
different touchpoints of your 
experience map created in the 
Class 3 Workshop.

Go to Pilot
If a Live Prototype is a quick look 
at how your solution behaves 
in the marketplace,  a Pilot is a 
sustained engagement. Pilots can 
last months and will fully expose 
your solution to market forces. At 
this point you’re not testing just an 
idea, but rather you’re testing an 
entire system. Ideally
you’ll have run a few Live 
Prototypes before going to Pilot so 
that some of the kinks are worked 
out.

During a Pilot you’ll fully execute 
on your idea finding out if it truly 
works the way you envisioned 
by running it with all the staff, 
space, and resources necessary. 
You’ll learn  if your idea really is 
desirable, viable, and feasible, and 
what it might look like to do it at 
scale.
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Keep Getting Feedback and Iterating
Even though your idea is now as close to market as it’s ever been, you still need the input  
of the people you’re designing for. With their feedback, continue iterating and refining your 
concept so that it best meets their needs.

This Gets You
A peek at how your 
idea as a whole 
is resonating with 
the people you’re 
designing for and a 
better understanding 
for its viability and 
feasibility.

Keep in Mind
Even years after 
launch, a solution 
always has room to 
grow and improve.

Keep Getting Feedback
Don’t lose sight of the iterative 
approach that you’ve taken so 
far. As counterintuitive as it might 
seem, your solution is never truly 
finished. Even when you’ve gone 
to market you can always improve 
it.

Gathering feedback from the 
people you’re designing for is a 
never-ending process and will be 
critical as you keep pushing your 
idea forward. As you run Live 
Prototypes, pilot your idea, and 
measure and evaluate your work, 
you’ll want to have team members 
dedicated to getting feedback 
from key partners and the people 
you’re looking to serve.

Include Key Stakeholders
Convening the right group of 
stakeholders at once can bring 
up a lot of feedback in a single 
session.

Make sure to capture feedback in 
your notebook and share back with 
the entire design team. You can do 
this by using a similar approach as 
you used when making sense of 
information in synthesis. Take
a look back at methods from the 
Ideation phase, such as Download 
Your Learnings and Share Inspiring 
Stories (Class 3, Step 1).

Keep Iterating
As you’ve likely noticed by this 
point, iteration and real-world 
feedback is the name of the game 
in human-centered design. Though 
your solution is now nearly ready 
to get out into the world, you need
to keep iterating. If you need a 
reminder of iteration as a core 
mindset, take a look back at the 
Class 1 Mindsets video—Iterate, 
Iterate, Iterate.

What are the ways in which your 
solution could be just a little 
bit better? Can you tweak your 
communication strategy, maybe 
you’ll need to evolve your revenue 
plans, or perhaps your distribution 
plan needs a
tweak. As soon as you get your 
solution out into the world start 
to notice what could be better 
and assess how you can make 
it so. By continuing to iterate, 
solicit feedback, and build those 
learnings back into your solution 
you’ll get further and further 
toward having a huge impact.
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Scale Towards Impact
Your goal has always been to have big impact, and that’s what human-centered design is all 
about—providing effective solutions for the people you’re trying to serve. It’s important to   sit 
down with your team and map out what success looks like and how to get there.

This Gets You
A well defined goal to 
be working towards 
and a look at all of the 
things that need to 
happen to help you 
reach this goal.

Keep in Mind
Success and impact 
will look different for
every solution. Though 
you’ll want to make 
sure everyone is on 
board and working 
towards the same 
goal, you should check
in periodically with 
your team to be 
sure your goal is still 
achieving the intended 
impact.

Define Success
In the course of the Implementation 
phase you’ll think about staffing, 
funding, and mapping out your 
project timeline. This is a great 
opportunity to figure out what 
success looks like. Determine 
important milestones in the life of 
your solution, and think in terms of 
a variety of time horizons. What is 
success in the next two months, in 
the next year, in five years?

Sustainable Revenue
A funding strategy will get you 
through launch, but you’ll need a 
long term revenue strategy to have 
maximum impact and maintain 
a sustainable solution. This is 
the time to sit down with your 
design team and key partners and 
stakeholders to assess if you’ve 
got the right revenue strategy or if 
your thinking needs an update.

Here are some points to address:

- What are all of the costs that the 
solution would incur, from staff to 
marketing and production?

- f you’re relying on grants or 
donations, think critically about 
how you’ll raise money and how 
reliable your funding sources are. 
What kind of relationships might 
you need to build to ensure your 
venture?
 

- If you’re selling a product, how 
much of it do you need to sell to 
hit your revenue goals? How can 
you keep customers coming back? 
How much should
your product cost? Will you need 
to introduce new products over 
time?

- Think about scaling your project. 
In five years, will you be operating 
in more than one location? Will you 
have multiple products? Is this first 
offer part of a family of potential 
goods or services? How can you 
grow your long-term revenue plans 
alongside your solution?

Measure and Evaluate
Throughout the design process 
you’ve constantly been learning, 
evaluating, and improving your 
solution. And now that you’re on 
the verge of getting it out into the 
world, you’ll need a plan to find 
out if you’re having the impact that 
you want. There are lots of ways 
to measure and evaluate your 
solution, the key is to understand 
what approach is right for you. 
Sometimes it’s easy—either 
your solution makes money or 
it doesn’t. But if you’re trying to 
change a community’s behavior or 
increase the adoption of a service, 
you may need a more nuanced 
approach. Keep in mind, it may
take years to truly understand the 
impact of your solution.
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SCALING STRATEGIES TO CONSIDER

Even in the early days of your solution, you’ve probably been thinking about how you would scale your potential ideas. But no 
two businesses or programs are alike. Here are a few ways to jumpstart your thinking about how you could expand the reach of 
your solution.

BOOTSTRAPPING

What is it?
Raising capital to expand and 
replicate your pilot model without  
external partners.

When does it makes sense? 
Bootstrap scaling can be very 
capital- and resource- intensive, 
but can make sense if working 
with local social entrepreneurs 
or other community partners 
proves unfeasible. Alternatively, 
bootstraping can make sense if 
your idea, when piloted, seems so 
promising that it can potentially 
be a lucrative and investor-friendly 
business.

+ Pros
- Full control over brand and 
service
- Ability to make sweeping changes
- Doesn’t rely heavily on willingness 
and abilities of external partners

- Cons
- Capital-intensive
- Large staff to hire and manage
- High risk
- Slow growth
- Potentially in competition 
with local partners, instead of 
collaboration

FRANCHISING

What is it?
Selling or licensing a business 
package to entrepreneurs 
consisting of a fully branded, 
ready-to-run social enterprise. 
Entrepreneurs might pay a 
franchise fee to use your idea 
and branded materials, and would 
maintain a salesforce and handle all 
operations.

When does it makes sense? 
Franchising works well if there are 
other social entrepreneurs who are 
interested in your idea and would 
be in a position to run their own 
sales and operations.

+ Pros
- Moderate control over brand and 
service
- Supports local businesses
- Less capital-intensive than 
bootstrap scaling

- Cons
- Difficult to maintain quality and 
consistency
- Relies on willingness and abilities 
of other social entrepreneurs

INTEGRATION

What is it?
Just like you looked for partners to 
help launch your pilot, sometimes 
the key to scaling might be 
combining forces with an existing 
social enterprise, government 
program, or nonprofit.

When does it makes sense? 
Integration works best  when the 
best route to scale isn’t necessarily 
keeping your product or service 
as an independent  business,   or 
when you’ve identified  how your 
design might complement or 
leverage the offers of  already 
existing organizations, products, 
or services.  Perhaps a community  
organization could implement it 
more effectively at scale as a new 
program? Or an existing social 
enterprise could add it as  a new 
product line?

+ Pros
- High potential for impact
- Much less capital intensive
- Supports local businesses or 
community organizations

- Cons
- Relies on willingness and abilities 
of external partners
- Potential loss of  control
- Difficult to maintain quality and 
consistency
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