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WHAT IS HUMAN CENTERED DESIGN?
Human-centered design (HCD) is a mindset that approaches problem-solving with a focus
on users. The term was originally coined by IDEO. HCD requires designers start projects
from a place of empathy to make sure what they create is something people truly need.
There is some overlap with Design Thinking, an approach to innovation that uses creative
problem-solving.
Any business can use Design Thinking to create things people will use. Overlaying HCD on
top of this ensures that what is sold truly serves the need of people who use it in the long
run. HCD also seeks to improve the experience of something already in existence.
The below image is commonly used to highlight the Design Thinking approach to innovation
with an overlap of viability, desirability, and feasibility. It’s when all three circles overlap that
innovation can happen. While both HCD and Design Thinking starts with people, it’s fair to
say that Design Thinking’s primary focus is where these three areas intersect while HCD is
primarily focused on people.

There are three main stages to HCD which may sound familiar to those who already know
about Design Thinking.
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STEP 1: INSPIRATION
In the first stage, the beginner’s mindset is key. With
this approach designers purposefully forget what they
think or know and instead learn from scratch based
on interaction with identified users. It is not about
assumptions or having an outcome in mind, which
is hard to do for people who already have expertise
in a field. The challenge here is to stay open to the
possibility of multiple solutions. Be curious. Cultivate
desire in yourself and your team to understand people and learn what they think, say, and
do. You’re not only listening to what they say, but you want to also listen for what they mean.
Interviews and observation are commonly used during the inspiration phase to learn about
the user. To maintain that beginner’s mindset, understanding users and what they need is
much more about listening than talking. During this process, some great ideas will emerge,
which can result in a self-imposed pressure to quickly move things along. Do not do that!
Be cautious not to rush into applying that first good idea. Take the time for in-depth
learning to save time and money later.
Whether through interviews or observation, this work is best done in someone’s
natural environment. When people come into your lab or office, they do so with certain
expectations – the desire to please or give the right answer – rather than feeling
comfortable where they usually are.
If you watch users perform an action, have them talk you through what they’re doing so
you can better understand why they do things in a certain way. Don’t skip this step even
if it seems very simple. It’s helpful to see if they have a reason to include extra steps or
if they follow a routine because they don’t completely understand a service or product.
Additionally, include users at both ends of the spectrum, such as beginners and advanced
users. This will help you to better target those who are in the middle and represent the
average user.

STEP 2: IDEATION
After the inspiration stage, you are ready to move into
ideation. You and your team are encouraged to come up
with all possible ideas without any limitations. Even if
something seems completely ridiculous, it is still good to
document it and dig into it because it could be the starting
point for a more practical idea.
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During ideation, when people hear “brainstorming,” they may cringe because of the bad
rap brainstorming has in some cases. Fortunately, there are steps you can take to make it
worthwhile. A key strategy is to go into brainstorming the same way you went into your user

research stage. You’re not making any judgments and all input is welcome. Don’t seek to
narrow down ideas or pick the best one at this stage. Instead you want to get as much raw
input as you can because these ideas will build on other ideas.
The ideation process is not complicated. You want everyone to get all ideas down in a
manner that works for you. It might be a flip chart, using Post-it notes, or an online tool.
Include the quotes that stood out to you from your interviews. Some people like to sketch
out what they hear, which is helpful to see the step-by-step process currently in place by
users. The process of drawing sets up a shared framework for your team as well.
Once you have everything down, then you can start to look at themes or insights from users
that will help in generating ideas. A key point to remember is that you are not developing
anything yet. You are synthesizing what you heard, and as you begin to make sense of it,
you’ll come up with new opportunities for possible prototypes.
During this process, you will create How Might We (HMW) questions, which is where you
pick a few things that stood out to you. Take those concepts and turn them into questions
that focus on what you want to move toward (a solution) rather than what you’re trying to
move away from (the problem). It sets the tone for a hopeful mindset.
As you diverge outward with multiple ideas and converge back in to synthesize ideas and
identify a place to start, only then are you ready to consider a prototype of a tangible model
or early sample for what you intend to build. The goal is to turn your idea into something
people can see and interact with, making it easier for you to improve upon. It is hard to
improve something when it’s only an idea.
The process of building a prototype should include the users along the way because if
you are on the wrong track, they will tell you. And you want to know that before you spend
too much time and money developing something that does not solve a problem. Once you
invest too many resources before getting any feedback, it can be hard to let go of an idea
and cut your losses.

STEP 3: IMPLEMENTATION
After you get feedback and iterate based on the input of
users, and have tested several prototypes, only then can you
arrive to implementation. You are now closer to delivering
something that people need because you listened to what
they said along the way, incorporating their feedback. You’re
building something for your users based on what they want
and need, not just something you believe is a good idea.
Your goal with HCD is not only to make sure people will use a
solution, but to know your solution has a significant impact
and is likely to improve processes or experiences for your
users in the long run.
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Even when it’s time to implement, you’re not fully complete with your project. Ideally, you
start with a pilot or beta launch and continue iterating, getting feedback afterward to make
sure what you believe is a long-term solution holds. Things constantly change and user
needs evolve.

PRACTICAL APPLICATION
Still not sure this will work in your organization? Let’s start with a micro project you can
use in your office immediately: Have better meetings. We’ve all been to meetings where
there seems to be no real purpose to gathering or no action at the end of it. You have likely
walked away from one thinking “That’s two hours of my life I’ll never get back.” We’ll look at
how HCD principles can help you have better meetings.

Stage 1: Inspiration
Gather initial feedback about how meetings run currently: What do your team members
think is good about them? What needs improvement? What happens before, during, and
after the meeting? Have an open mind and lose any assumptions about meetings to keep
an open mind to all input.
You may even learn whether people agree upon the purpose and goals of your meetings!
For example, some may see it as a way to update each other on what’s happening where
others expect to walk out with clear takeaways of what should happen next.

Stage 2: Ideation
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When you have feedback from your team, it’s time to see if there’s any kind of common
patterns. Notice if people have the same issues with meetings as they are currently
structured and if the same suggestions keep coming up.

In this scenario, your prototype is a new way of running your meetings. You might test different
rules for how your meetings run, such as trying a new time frame, agreeing on a shared
template, or deciding there will be an action plan at the end of each meeting.
You can then test different meeting prototypes to see what works. Maybe you start with a
small group meeting with one of your departments before rolling it out with a larger group.
Along the way you should continually get feedback on what works and what doesn’t, reminding
participants that it is a prototype and you are open to changes.

Stage 3: Implementation
Once you have a prototype you’re comfortable with, it’s time to roll it out as the new agreedupon way of running meetings, a beta version. It might be hard to get everybody on board with
this new change immediately, so give it time for people to become comfortable with this new
way of doing things.
Hopefully, you can see the benefits of HCD in this scenario, rather than blanket implementation
of a change without testing it.

WHY HCD MATTERS
The advantages of HCD are seen across industries and job titles. Not everyone has the formal
title of designer, but the work we all do is about designing, creating, and developing objects
and experiences for users. Hopefully, we all have the goal of improving things for the people we
serve, but it’s very easy to forget that in the daily grind. In order to clarify why HCD matters for
your organization, here are three key benefits of HCD:
Reduces risk: You don’t want to create things that aren’t needed or solve problems that either
don’t need solving or maybe don’t even exist. With HCD you include users along the way so
you’re reducing the risk of creating something people don’t need or want.
Keeps you user-centric: In all of our jobs, when we sit behind our desk at the office and do not
have that day-to-day interaction with customers, it’s very easy to get stuck in our bubbles of
what we think is the right solution. With an HCD approach, you focus first on your users, helping
you keep them top of mind and involved in the process. This prevents you from getting stuck in
a bubble where you only think about possible solutions from your perspective.
Less confusion: Because you’re doing this in a step-by-step approach and synthesizing ideas
with your team, there is less confusion during the process. People are on the same page.
Everyone has a better understanding of what you’re doing and why when you go through this
process. Although the specific tools used may vary, following these stages with new projects
will ensure you have synchronicity.
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