
 Key principles

Human-centered design is an innovative methodology used to create solutions that are 
deeply rooted in the needs, experiences and challenges of the people for whom they are 
being designed for. HCD is all about focusing on the users, ensuring their voices are heard 
throughout the design process and putting them at the centre of problem-solving. This 
approach allows businesses, social enterprises and organisations to develop products, 
services and experiences that genuinely address the real-world needs of people.

HUMAN-CENTERED 
DESIGN (HCD): 
INNOVATION METHODOLOGY FOR  
CREATING IMPACTFUL SOLUTIONS

1.	 Empathy: Understanding the user’s needs, desires and context through qualitative research, interviews and immersion.

2.	Collaboration: Bringing together diverse perspectives to address problems and co-create solutions.

3.	Iteration: Continuously testing, refining and reworking solutions based on feedback and learnings from the users.

4.	Inspiration: Seeking deep insights from users to drive innovative solutions that are both meaningful and practical.

5.	Empowerment: Encouraging innovation from all participants, giving them a sense of ownership and agency in the process.

The design thinking process consists of several stages that 
guide the transformation of a problem statement into a 
viable business idea. Each stage is iterative, meaning that 
insights gained in one step often inform the next. Below is a 
breakdown of each step in the design thinking process:

1. Empathise – Understanding the problem: In this phase, 
designers immerse themselves in the user’s 
world to understand their needs, challenges and 
motivations. The goal is to build empathy with the 
users and gain a clear picture of the problem.

•	 Activities: Conduct user interviews, surveys, 
shadowing or even participatory workshops.

•	 Output: Deep understanding of the user’s pain points, 
desires and context.

•	 Tools: Personas, user journeys, observations and 
empathy maps.

2. Define – Clarifying the problem: After gathering  
insights in the empathy phase, the next step is to 
define the core problem. This step consolidates  
findings from the empathise stage to formulate 
a problem statement thats focused, actionable 

and user-centred.

•	 Activities: Analyse and synthesise the data collected. 
Identify patterns and themes from user research.

•	 Output: A clear, concise problem statement or user 
need that addresses the central challenge (see 
Factsheet: Problem Framing)

•	 Tools: Problem statements, point-of-view (POV) 
statements, affinity diagrams.

3. Ideate – Generating creative solutions: Once the 
problem is well-defined, the team moves to 
brainstorming potential solutions. The goal is 
to think broadly and explore a range of ideas. 
Ideation is about creative thinking without 

immediate judgment or limitation.

•	 Activities: Brainstorming sessions, mind mapping, 
sketching, SCAMPER (Substitute, Combine, Adapt, 
Modify, Put to another use, Eliminate, Reverse) 
techniques.

•	 Output: A wide range of possible solutions and ideas 
that could address the problem.

•	 Tools: Brainstorming, sketching, prototype concepts, 
concept evaluation.
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Conclusion

HCD is often considered superior in contexts where understanding the user is paramount 
to the success of the innovation, particularly in areas like social entrepreneurship, 
product development and service design. By deeply engaging with users, it ensures 
that innovations are meaningful and sustainable. However, methodologies like Lean 
Startup, Design Thinking, and others provide complementary approaches that can be 
highly effective in their own right, depending on the problem being addressed and the 
organisational context. Each methodology has its own strengths, and the choice between 
them will depend on the specific needs of the innovation or entrepreneurial endeavour.

While HCD is a well-established methodology, there 
are several other approaches to innovation and idea 
generation for pro-nature businesses, that have their 
own strengths and applications. Here are some of the 
most notable ones:

1. Lean Startup: Lean Startup is an innovation methodology 
developed by Eric Ries that focuses on the creation of 
new businesses or products in a lean, efficient manner. It 
advocates for building a “minimum viable product” (MVP) 
and using rapid experimentation and customer feedback to 
iterate and pivot quickly. The goal is to minimise waste and 
accelerate learning.

2. Open Innovation: Open Innovation is a methodology 
popularised by Henry Chesbrough that encourages 
organisations to source ideas from outside their boundaries 
(e.g., external partners, universities, customers and 
startups) rather than relying solely on internal research 
and development. This approach taps into the collective 
intelligence of various stakeholder groups.

3. Blue Ocean Strategy: Blue Ocean Strategy, developed 
by W. Chan Kim and Renée Mauborgne, is an approach 
to creating new market spaces (or “blue oceans”) where 
competition is irrelevant, as opposed to competing in 
existing industries (the “red oceans”). It emphasises 
innovation that creates new demand and provides value 
through differentiation.

4. Brainstorming: Brainstorming is one of the oldest and 
most widely recognised methods for idea generation. It 
involves a group of people generating a large number of 
ideas in a short period of time, with a focus on quantity 
over quality. This can be done through Free Writing, Mind 
Mapping, Role Storming (participants take on different roles 
or personas), Star Busting (generating questions related to 
the problem), 5 Whys and Provocation. The ideas are later 
refined, filtered and evaluated.

Examples of other idea generation methodologies

4. Prototype – Creating tangible representations: In this 
stage, the team creates low-fidelity prototypes of 
the potential solutions. These prototypes serve 
as tangible representations of ideas and are used 
to gather feedback from users.

•	 Activities: Build quick, low-cost models of potential 
solutions using materials such as paper, cardboard or 
digital tools.

•	 Output: Physical or digital representations of ideas 
that can be tested with users.

•	 Tools: Wireframes, mock-ups, MVP (minimum viable 
product), storyboards.

5. Test – Refining solutions: Testing involves interacting 
with users to understand how well the prototype 
meets their needs. It is an iterative process where 
prototypes are tested, feedback is gathered, and 
refinements are made.

•	 Activities: User testing, A/B testing, usability testing, 
observations.

•	 Output: Refined prototypes or solutions with insights 
into how the users engage with them.

•	 Tools: Test scripts, user feedback, data analysis.

Listen to the podcast on Human Centered Design.


