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This document provides some the Design Methods Tools that can be used as part of a 
Human Centered Design approach. It was compiled by Kate Bissett-Johnson from 
Swinburne University of Technology, Melbourne, Australia. It is by no means an 
exhaustive list of methods, however if you want to know more, use the list of references 
at the end of this document.  
 

 
 
Human Centered Design Process from Dschool Standford, USA. 
 
image reference: http://thinkspace.csu.edu.au/inf536reflections/files/2015/08/dt-copy-xfcrbh.jpg retrieved 23 May 2017. 
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Empathize 
 
Tools to generate Empathy with the User 
 
Method: 5 Whys? (D School, 2008) 
Design Method from IDEO METHODS CARDS 
How: Ask “Why” questions in response to five consecutive answers 
WHY: This forces people to go into more depth in their answers and reveals the underlying 
reasons for their behavior and attitudes. 
 
Method: Fly on the WALL (D School, 2008) 
How: Observe and record behavior within its context, with interfering with peoples’ activities. 
WHY: It is useful to see what people actually do within real contexts and timeframes, rather than 
accept with they say they did after the fact.  
Note: also, you may notice actions or products that are important or helpful that the user may 
not have considered. 
 
Method:  Day in the life  (IDEO, 2017) 
HOW: Catalog the activities and contexts that users experience throughout an entire day. 
WHY: This is a useful way to reveal unanticipated issues inherent in the routines and 
circumstances people experience daily. 
 
Method: Storytelling 
Writing this as a narrative from the first person (I did, I saw, I felt) can be helpful in identifying 
the positives and negatives of using a product or dealing with a problem. 
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Empathize 
 
Tools to generate Empathy with the User 
 

 
 
 
 
 
TIP: Tell the 
person you are 
asking to draw a 
clear idea of what 
you would like 
them to draw, a 
timeline, a tool, a 
way of doing a task 
etc. Perhaps even 
the interviewer can 
be the first to draw  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
(Ideo.org, 2015) 
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Methods: Inspiration Phase

TIME 
30 minutes

DIFFICULTY 
Easy

WHAT YOU’LL NEED 
Pens, notebook

PARTICIPANTS 
Design team, person you’re  
designing for

STEPS 
 
01  Make sure you have a pen and paper handy when talking with the people 

you’re designing for. Even a sheet torn out of your notebook works great.

02  When you want the person you’re designing for to draw something, 
give them a clear idea of what you’re after. A map of their daily route? 
A timeline of their annual income? What percentage of their fields are 
dedicated to a certain crop?

03  The person you’re designing for may feel intimidated or that she’s not a 
good artist. Help her over that fear. Or be the one to draw first so that she 
doesn’t feel embarrassed.

04  You can use the drawings as Conversation Starters (p. 45). This Method 
can get you to a deeper understanding of the person you’re designing for 
so investigate what they’ve drawn.

Drawing is a great way to learn from the people you’re designing for. Whether 
it’s you with the pen or them, a quick sketch, a graph, or a timeline is a 
fantastic way to bridge language barriers and keep a record of your research. 
Drawing can also help the person you’re designing for organize her thoughts 
visually and spark ideas and conversation in a different way than talking. For 
example, you may ask someone to draw everything they spend money on in a 
week, or map out all the jobs they’ve had, or show you the route they take to 
their job. 

Draw It

Spur deeper and different kinds of conversations by 
picking up a pen and paper and drawing.
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Define 
 
 
Tools to help you understand and make sense of the data you have gathered from 
your user 
 
 
Method: Top Five Ideas (Ideo.org, 2015)  
The team decide on the top five ideas or themes and try to categorize the field work findings into 
these categories. 
 
Translate these themes into statements and insights which are sentences relating to the theme. 
Take a look back at your original challenge, which insights are still relevant? 
 
DESIGN BRIEF 
Write a DESIGN BRIEF based on the insights you found in the empathize phase. When you are 
designing refer to this document often to keep your design on track and responding to user 
needs. 
 
SELECT and PRIORITISE data – create a mind map and then add thumbnails, moving 
between words and images gets the brain to think about a problem in different ways. 
 
Method: Multiple Perspectives or Points of view 
What is the important need for most people in the community in respect to the challenge you are 
solving, consider this from multiple perspectives, fathers, brothers, sisters, mothers, daughters 
etc. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Human Centered Design Workshop 
SRISTI and Swinburne University of Technology, Melbourne, Australia 

Design Methods Tools compiled by Kate Bissett-Johnson 
Swinburne University of Technology, Melbourne, Australia 

 - 5 - 

Define 
 
 
Tools to help you understand and make sense of the data you have gathered from 
your user 

 
 
(D School, 2008) 
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What? | How? | Why? is a tool that can help you drive to deeper levels of observation. This simple 
scaffolding allows you to move from concrete observations of a particular situation to the more abstract 
emotions and motives that are at play in that situation. This is a particularly powerful technique to leverage 
when analyzing photos that your team has taken into the field, both for synthesis purposes, and to direct 
your team to future areas of needfinding.  

Set-up: Divide a sheet into three sections:  What?, How?, and Why? 
 

Start with concrete observations (What):  
What is the person you’re observing doing in a particular situation or photograph? Notice and write down 
the details. Try to be objective and don’t make assumptions in this first part. 
 

Move to understanding (How): 
How is the person you’re observing doing what they are doing? Does it require effort? Do they appear 
rushed? Pained? Does the activity or situation appear to be impacting the user’s state of being either 
positively or negatively? Use descriptive phrases packed with adjectives. 
 

Step out on a limb of interpretation (Why):  
Why is the person you’re observing doing what they’re doing, and in the particular way that they are doing 
it? This step usually requires that you make informed guesses regarding motivation and emotions. Step out 
on a limb in order to project meaning into the situation that you have been observing. This step will reveal 
assumptions that you should test with users, and often uncovers unexpected realizations about a particular 
situation.  

 

What? | How? | Why? 
METHOD 

::  7  :: 
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Define 
 
 
Tools to help you understand and make sense of the data you have gathered from 
your user 

 

 
(Ideo.org, 2015) 

 
 
 



Human Centered Design Workshop 
SRISTI and Swinburne University of Technology, Melbourne, Australia 

Design Methods Tools compiled by Kate Bissett-Johnson 
Swinburne University of Technology, Melbourne, Australia 

 - 7 - 

Define 
 
 
Tools to help you understand and make sense of the data you have gathered from 
your user 
 

(D School, 2008) 
 
 
Use benchmarking 
and Desk research to 
see what others have 
done in this area, are 
there technologies that 
you could use for 
example. Not every 
problem needs to start 
from scratch…and 
also some else may 
have started on a 
problem but not 
completed it, or an 
existing solution may 
need adaption to meet 
the needs of your 
specific challenge or 
community. 
 
Don’t forget to look at 
Ergonomic and 
Anthropometric data to 
develop products that 
are suitable for a wide 
range of users or 
adjustable. 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

“How Might We” Questions 
METHOD 
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“How might we” (HMW) questions are short questions that launch brainstorms.  HMWs are seeds for your 
ideation that fall out of your point-of-view statement, design principles, or insights.  Create a seed that is 
broad enough that there are a wide range of solutions but narrow enough that the team is provoked to 
think of specific, unique ideas.  For example, between the (possibly) too narrow “HMW create a cone to eat 
ice cream without dripping” and the too broad “HMW redesign dessert” might be the properly scoped 
“HMW redesign ice cream to be more portable.”  It should be noted, the the proper scope of the seed will 
vary with the project and how much progress you have made in your project work. 

Begin with your Point of View (POV), insights, or problem statement.  Create small actionable questions 
that retain your unique and specific perspective.  Write these questions beginning with the phrase, “How 
might we…” It is often helpful to brainstorm the HMW questions before the solutions brainstorm.  For 
example, consider the following POV and resulting HMW statements. 
 
Challenge: Redesign the ground experience at the local international airport 
POV: Harried mother of three, rushing through the airport only to wait hours at the gate, needs to entertain 
her playful children because “annoying little brats” only irritate already frustrated fellow passengers. 
 
Amp up the good: HMW use the kids’ energy to entertain fellow passenger? 
Remove the bad: HMW separate the kids from fellow passengers? 
Explore the opposite: HMW make the wait the most exciting part of the trip? 
Question an assumption: HMW entirely remove the wait time at the airport? 
Go after adjectives: HMW we make the rush refreshing instead of harrying? 
ID unexpected resources: HMW leverage free time of fellow passengers to share the load? 
Create an analogy from need or context: HMW make the airport like a spa? Like a playground? 
Play against the challenge: HMW make the airport a place that kids want to go? 
Change a status quo: HMW make playful, loud kids less annoying? 
Break POV into pieces: HMW entertain kids? HMW slow a mom down? HMW mollify delayed passengers? 
 
 
 

How Might We . . .? 

::  26  :: 
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Define 
 
 
Tools to help you understand and make sense of the data you have gathered from 
your user 

 
  
 
 
 
(Ideo.org, 2015) 
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Ideate 
 
Generate as many solutions as possible, from multiple perspectives, then select 3 
to look at in more detail. 
 
 
Choose 3 ideas (Plattner, 2017)  
One to Delight 
The Rational Choice 
The most unexpected 

 
Prototype and TEST 
 
 
Make lots of simple prototypes with easy to use materials. 
 
Write down the key elements of your design. Think practically about what needs to be tested 
and write down your primary questions for each component. Now choose some questions to 
explore and answer via the prototype. 
 
Tip: Prototypes can be a physical object, role playing or representations of things. 
 
Method: Quick and DIRTY prototyping (IDEO, 2017) 
HOW: Using any materials available, quickly assemble possible forms or interactions for 
evaluation. 
WHY: This is a good way to communicate a concept to the team and evaluate how to refine the 
design. 
Note; can also be used to communicate a design idea to the user or community. 
 
Method: Do it YOURSELF (IDEO, 2017) 
HOW: Use the product or prototype you are designing. 
WHY: Trying the product being designed prompts the team to appreciate the experience the 
actual user might have. 
Note; this can be considered part of empathy from the designer with the end user. 
 
TEST WITH YOUR USER and get their feedback, integrate the feedback and iterate the design 
and prototype 
 
Use don’t speak……Show don’t tell (Plattner, 2017) 
 
Create experiences, get people to try your prototype 
Ask users to compare prototypes or compare against how they do things now. 
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Prototype and TEST 
 
 

 
(Ideo.org, 2015) 
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Methods: Ideation Phase

STEPS 
 
01  With your team, write down the key elements of your idea. Think 

practically about what needs to be tested and write down your primary 
questions for each component.

02  Now pick a few questions to answer. If you want to prototype an 
interaction, consider putting on a skit with your team. If you’re testing a 
logo, print it out and stick it on a t-shirt to solicit feedback.

03  Think through what kind of prototype makes the most sense to answer 
these questions. You might consider holding a Brainstorm (p. 94) now.

04  Remember, this process is about learning, not getting it right the first 
time. Better to test a miserable failure and learn from it, rather than take 
ages making a beautiful, highly refined prototype.

Your idea will have lots of testable components, so be clear about what you 
need to learn and which components will give you the necessary answers. 
Prototyping isn’t about being precious. Make simple, scrappy prototypes to 
not only save time, but to focus on testing just the critical elements. You might 
be trying to learn something like, “How big should this be?” or “What should 
the uniforms of the social enterprise look like?” At this stage you should have 
a lot of questions about how your idea should work. This is a great way to begin 
answering them.

Determine What to Prototype

There are so many ways to prototype an idea.  
Here’s how to isolate what to test.

TIME 
30 minutes

DIFFICULTY 
Moderate

WHAT YOU’LL NEED 
Pens, Post-its, paper

PARTICIPANTS 
Design team


