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SHORT COURSE 1. Human Centred Design 

SHORT COURSE OVERVIEW 

Human-centred design is about designing real solutions for real people. It is a fluid, 
collaborative process that means we are often dealing with ambiguity and uncertainty. But 
it means we see the bigger picture when it comes to design; tapping into the needs, desires 
and pain points of our customers, understanding their ‘why’, and offering realistic, tried and 
tested solutions. This holistic focus on solutions is underpinned by a strong research ethos 
and a willingness to engage in the cyclic process of prototyping and iterating. Design-
thinking methodologies such as the development of customer personas, empathy 
frameworks, and customer journey maps help inform this process, presenting us with a rich 
canvas to understand our customers. These human-centred tools help us develop 
sustainable solutions of real value or upgrade our offerings for better alignment. 

SHORT COURSE AGENDA 

Overall Timing: 45 hours (10 hours for Assessment)  

Timing Learning Outcome and Individual Tasks 
4.5 hours Learning Outcome 1. 

• 1 hour, Reading overview and curated sources
• 30 minutes, Reflection questions
• 3 hours, Tools and templates

4 hours Learning Outcome 2. 
• 1 hour, Reading overview and curated sources
• 30 minutes, Reflection questions
• 2.5 hours, Tools and templates

4.5 hours Learning Outcome 3. 
• 2 hours, Reading overview and curated sources
• 30 minutes, Reflection questions
• 2 hours, Tools and templates

5 hours Learning Outcome 4. 
• 1.5 hours, Reading overview and curated sources
• 30 minutes, Reflection questions
• 3 hours, Tools and templates

5 hours Learning Outcome 5. 
• 1.5 hours, Reading overview and curated sources
• 30 minutes, Reflection questions
• 3 hours, Tools and templates

4 hours Learning Outcome 6. 
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• 1 hour, Reading overview and curated sources  
• 30 minutes, Reflection questions 
• 2.5 hours, Tools and templates 

4 hours Learning Outcome 7. 
• 1.5 hours, Reading overview and curated sources  
• 30 minutes, Reflection questions 
• 2 hours, Tools and templates 

4 hours Learning Outcome 8. 
• 1.5 hours, Reading overview and curated sources  
• 30 minutes, Reflection questions 
• 2 hours, Tools and templates 

TOTAL =  
35 hours 

 

 
TOPICS AND LEARNING OUTCOMES: 
 

1. Building customer 
empathy 

Apply empathy frameworks to identify and develop key 
customer personas 

2. Developing customer 
insights 

Develop informed data collection and analysis strategies 
for key customer groups 

3. Identifying pain and 
gain points 

Identify and articulate customer pain and gain points 
which inform business opportunity 

4. Finding inspiration 
Spark design solutions through meaningful and systemised 
research  

5. Rapid prototyping 
Understand, design and create useful prototypes for 
solution design 

6. Active iteration 
Design and deploy iterative processes towards proven 
business solutions 

7. Solution design 
Deeply understand and clearly articulate total solution 
requirements including major strategic priority areas 

8. Solution 
implementations 

Effectively prepare for and plan the launch and 
implementation of various solution types 

 
TEACHING NOTES 
 
An overview of the key takeaways in each Learning Outcome:  
 

Learning 
Outcome 

1. Apply empathy frameworks to identify and develop key 
customer personas 

Major points • Human centred design is an integrated approach that marries 
both rational insights with intuition and feeling 

• Empathy is about understanding customer wants, needs and 
pain points to design for purpose 
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• Empathy mapping tools allow us to visualise what our ideal
customer is thinking, seeing, hearing and doing, and their
‘pains’ and ‘gains’

• Customer personas are fictional models that represent the
ideal customer (or customers) in a business that relate to
particular value offerings

• A customer persona is built on data and both qualitative and
quantitative research, and will be different depending on the
nature of the relationship between the business and customer
(ie. B2B or B2C)

Learning 
Outcome 

2. Develop informed data collection and analysis strategies for
key customer groups 

Major points • Data collection can include ethnographic research, such as
interviews, focus groups and job shadowing, or can be
digitised

• Data collection, analysis and synthesis generally moves
through four cycles;
1. Identify and capture potential data opportunities
2. Generate insight from data
3. Use insight to improve relevance of products and services
4. Realise the business benefits

• We can create digital tools such as polls, surveys, landing
pages and social media posts to gather insights

• We can use analytics to measure website interactions,
catalogue social media mentions and gather insights about
customer demographics and buying behaviour

• When analysing and synthesising data, we can use digital data
to see big trends but must also consider the customer stories
and their nuances

Learning 
Outcome 

3. Identify and articulate customer pain and gain points which
inform business opportunity 

Major points • A pain-point refers to a frustration and challenge experienced
by a customer as the result of a single or recurring problem

• A gain-point reflects a person’s hopes, dreams and ambitions;
it is the aspiration of the user and their ideal future

• We need to ask open, thoughtful questions to learn more
about customer experiences and how our they think, feel and
act

• We can look at the broader picture and see what influencers,
journalists and forums are saying, to understand social
context and learn more about our customers’ world

• Solutions that alleviate pain or inspire gain are what we need
to be aiming for in human-centred design (or where these two
intersect)

Learning 
Outcome 

4. Spark design solutions through meaningful and systemised
research 
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Major points • A process for human-centred design helps to indicate key 
steps, such as IDEO’s ‘inspiration, ideation and 
implementation’ phases 

• ‘Inspiration’ refers to activities that draw out customer 
understandings; participating in observations, interviews and 
creative activities that spark collaboration 

• ‘Ideation’ takes key customer understandings for 
development of prototypes for testing and tests for feedback 
and iterating 

• ‘Implementation’ is where a prototype has been validated, is 
‘desirable, viable and feasible’, and ready for development 
and launch 

• The human-centred design process is never linear and teams 
work fluidly between phases and activities 

Learning 
Outcome 

5. Understand, design and create useful prototypes for solution 
design 

Major points • Creating a ‘just enough prototype’ or ‘Minimum Viable 
Product’ (MVP) is all that is required for testing (could be 
cardboard, wireframe or 3D printed object) 

• Prototyping allows teams a chance to experiment, visualise a 
solution and get hands-on, essential to the creative process 

• A prototype can be tested in a ‘build, measure, learn’ cycle to 
iterate based on customer understandings 

• We need to be open to testing assumptions, with the biggest 
assumptions being tested first, to find the ‘truth’ 

• Metrics are important but they must not be ‘vanity metrics’, 
we need to measure to learn (eg. percentage of customers 
who engage in a key workflow) 

Learning 
Outcome 

6. Design and deploy iterative processes towards proven 
business solutions 

Major points • Iterating involves ‘rapid prototyping’ or ‘spiral prototyping,’ it 
is a fluid, cyclic process 

• Iterating simple, cost-effective prototypes works well for 
businesses and innovation departments who operate on lean 
budgets 

• Agile methodologies, generally used in software development, 
are becoming favoured by businesses to boost innovation 

• In an agile process, collaboration is key – ‘scrums’ refer to the 
daily meetings a ‘scrum master’ has with his/her team to 
discuss issues and keep moving 

• In an agile process, teams engage in sprints of 1-4 weeks to 
complete a prioritised feature, with testing informing future 
moves  

Learning 
Outcome 

7. Deeply understand and clearly articulate total solution 
requirements including major strategic priority areas 
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Major points • A solution is about real need and we can be ‘frugal and 
flexible’ when figuring this out, much like ‘jugaad innovation’ 
in countries with fast-growing economies – China, Brazil and 
India 

• We need to be prepared to change key elements of our 
business model to support the launch and sustainability of our 
solution 

• Depending on our research, we could need to change 
communications to customers and the channels we use 

• Key operational activities could change, such as value chain 
management, or key resources of the business in terms of 
human, intellectual, physical and financial assets 

• A cost structure is essential to protect the current business 
and ensure sustainability 

Learning 
Outcome 

8. Effectively prepare for and plan the launch and 
implementation of various solution types 

Major points • Systems, processes and people need to be aligned for a 
smooth launch of the solution to ensure customer 
expectations are met at every touch point 

• Team collaboration is the number one driver of launch 
success, so a project team made up of diverse members is 
best formed for the duration of the project 

• Launches succeed when customer messages are clear and 
strategically designed, and backed by 3-5 key decisions to 
action them 

• There is greater success when those in leadership champion 
development and launch and support talent finding and 
development 

• A dialogue with stakeholders, including strategic partners and 
community, is essential when launching a solution and making 
it part of the broader social conversation 

 
STUDENT RESOURCES 
 

Learning 
Outcome 

1. Apply empathy frameworks to identify and develop key customer 
personas 

Overview Empathy is at the heart of a human centred design approach. It involves 
seeing the world from the actual perspective of your customer so as to 
design more meaningful products and services. We ask questions like ‘Why 
are they shopping and what for exactly?’, ‘What is going on in their lives and 
what have they done before coming to us?’, and ‘How do they want or need 
to be assisted?’ When we get to the heart of these questions, we are 
empathising and understand the actual pain-points, needs and desires of our 
customers. We can then design from here, testing our assumptions and 
prototyping in a mutually beneficial process of co-creation. 
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To understand a customer’s pain-points, needs and desires, we can use 
empathy frameworks. We delve into their emotions and experiences by 
literally visualising what they are feeling, hearing, seeing, saying and doing in 
particular situations. We see their ‘why’ and can proactively design products 
and services that appeal to that why. Rather than just cold data, empathy-
based insights are invaluable for teams – they can better internalise details of 
the user, always putting him/her at the centre of the design process. Starting 
with creative approaches, like empathy mapping, building customer personas 
and prototyping, teams can test assumptions early and essentially ‘fail 
sooner to succeed faster’.1  
 
The empathy map canvas is a design-thinking tool that allows us to capture 
these more intangible aspects of our customer that can’t be represented by 
data and analytics alone. Originally developed by Dave Gray of XPLANE, it is 
now widely used by organisations in the pursuit of ensuring products, 
services and experiences are customer-centric and aligned to the intended 
target market. We consider the customer and their situation, their goals and 
the influences affecting what they see, hear, say and do. But more than this, 
we consider what they think and feel; their ‘pains’ (frustrations, fears and 
anxieties) and their ‘gains’ (wants, needs hopes and dreams). Getting inside 
the heads and hearts of our customers is the essence of empathy mapping – 
we want to know their motivations, both good and bad, so we can design to 
solve problems and address real, actual needs. In short, we design what 
matters.  
 

 
<Caption to go with the model> 
Updated Empathy Map Canvas by Dave Gray, XPLANE 
This template allows us to capture information about our customer, so we 
better understand their goals, what they hear, see, say and do, as well as 
their pains and gains. Working on this exercise means the team can start to 
see the person at the heart the of the design process. 
 
Taking insights from the empathy mapping process, we can form a clearer 
picture of how our customer looks, thinks and feels. Balanced with more 
concrete data, we can build a ‘customer persona’ relative to the product, 
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service and/or systems and processes in our organisation, attached to the 
product or service we offer. Consider that systems and processes are just as 
important, as a poor user experience online can mean the difference 
between purchasing and not purchasing. A human centred design approach 
is holistic in nature and encompasses more than just the product 
development process. It is about considering the total solution and the end 
to end of the customer experience. 
 
We can capture this ideal customer experience in a customer persona, which 
is a fictionalised model that represents the target customer – we visualise 
who they are, their typical lifestyle habits and what they want or need. There 
may be as many as 12 personas in your business which can be seen from 
either an actual or aspirational perspective, and each will have a unique 
combination of value offerings. Using a persona framework is excellent for 
ensuring organisations, and in particular start-ups, always stay focused on 
user-centricity. User-centricity is central to a start-up’s agility – design 
thinking for products, services, systems and processes means strategy can be 
reshaped on the fly.  
 
When designing customer personas, it’s important to note that there are 
some slight differences when appealing to either a B2C (Business to 
Consumer) or B2B (Business to Business) audience. Customer personas will 
be shaped by the nature of the relationship. For example, the buying cycle 
for the B2C persona will be shorter and we are often working with a specific 
personality in terms of psychographics and buying behaviour. We also 
consider data related to demographics and geography when we bring B2C 
personas to life. While customer personas are fictional, they still need to be 
firmly rooted in qualitative and quantitative research. Using this, we can 
draw out details to form a realistic, rather than fanciful, picture of the ideal 
customer. This picture could involve giving them a name and image, details 
about personal background and finances, and their hopes, worries and fears. 
Identifying internal and external influences that would have an effect on 
buying behaviour, brand affinities and even creating a mock social media 
profile adds further richness. In short, we are building a model based on the 
‘specifications’ we glean from data and research. 
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<Caption to go with the model> 
Example of a customer persona, optinmonster.com 
This customer persona is an example of how we can humanise our target 
market. The team can clearly see aspects of the ideal customer’s 
demographics, personality, their motivations and what they’re looking for. 
Simplifying data and research into this ‘one pager’ with visual elements 
reminds the team is at the centre of the design process. 
 
A persona for a B2B customer will look slightly different. For one, working 
with B2B audiences is a longer burn. You will generally be dealing with a 
decision maker (or a group of decision makers) and layers of bureaucracy. 
Therefore, the B2B persona will often be represented as a senior role in an 
organisation. We need to understand the bigger picture here too; the brand, 
organisational objectives and company-wide challenges, so as to truly gauge 
motivation and need. While we might think selling B2B is a more logical 
transaction, this is not so – we still need to see design for the B2B customer 
as a fundamentally human experience. Thinking that we merely need to 
‘jump through the hoops’ is a mistake. The idea of value is still just as 
relevant. 
 
Empathy and an authentic understanding of our customers is at the core of 
human-centred design. Using tools like empathy mapping and customer 
persona templates, we make use of story-telling and visual elements that 
capture the target market in a more exciting way for our teams. Sparking 
emotion and tapping the power of imagination means we can see a clearer 
vision for the end product. Teams come to intimately know the major 
desires, needs and pain points of the customer, building products and 
services that mean something . As a consequence, the organisation’s value 
proposition is more likely to speak directly to the target market. 
 
END NOTES: 
1 A phrase coined by Design Consultancy Firm, IDEO. 
 
REFERENCES: 
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Fernandez, M., ‘How to Create a Concrete Buyer Persona (with Templates 
and Examples)’, optinmonster.com, 9 January 2017, viewed 26 March 2018, 
https://optinmonster.com/how-to-create-a-concrete-buyer-persona-with-
templates-examples/ 
 
Gray, D., ‘Updated Empathy Map Canvas’, medium.com, 16 July 2017, viewed 
26 March 2018, 
https://medium.com/the-xplane-collection/updated-empathy-map-canvas-
46df22df3c8a 
 

Curated 
sources 

Source 1: 
ARTICLE:  
‘For Any Product to be Successful, Empathy is Key’ by Jon Kolko, 20 
November 2014, hbr.org (Plus video: 46:05) 
https://hbr.org/2014/11/for-any-product-to-be-successful-empathy-is-key 
 
Empathy is not just about data; it’s about understanding how a customer 
feels and responding to these emotions and experience when we design 
products and services.  
 
Source 2:  
VIDEO:  
‘Design Thinking 1: Empathy Based Prototyping’, 9 December 2016, Harrison 
Metal’ (3:08) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=d_n2QEf-WiU 
 
Empathy is at the heart of any product or service we prototype – we make 
sure we’re observing, hypothesising and prototyping to ‘fill the funnel’ with 
valuable insights.  
 

Reflective 
questions 

1. Can we design successful products and services without empathy?  
2. Are practices like empathy mapping and customer personas all fluff 

with no real substance? 
3. ‘A lot of times, people don’t know what they want until you show it to 

them.’ Does this well-known Steve Jobs quote contradict the idea of 
human-centred design? 

Learning 
Outcome 

2. Develop informed data collection and anlaysis strategies for key 
customer groups 

Overview Human-centred design is asking us to design with the user at the centre of 
experience. For this reason, our research methods need to be fundamentally 
human. We need to take into account not just the types of research that give 
us opportunities for observing and intuiting what our customers want, need, 
use or like, we also need to recognise the world of our users and how it can 
potentially limit the research process. While conversations, focus groups, 
interviews, job shadowing and other forms of ethnographic research are 
ideal, we can also harness digital interactions and analytics software to form 
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a picture of our customer base – streamlining the process and allowing for a 
quick, real-time view of consumer behaviour. 
 
With many products and services going digital – music, films and banking for 
example – we now have greater opportunities to collect digital data to 
understand trends. Data collection, analysis and synthesis generally moves 
through four cycles;  

1. Identify and capture potential data opportunities 
2. Generate insight from data 
3. Use insight to improve relevance of products and services 
4. Realise the business benefits 

It is important that we analyse this data to learn not merely confirm 
prejudices about key customer groups. We are looking to build metrics that 
support that learning and we can delve into social networks, forums and 
reviews for more personalised and nuanced accounts of our customers’ 
experiences. Real-time customer research is possible with social media 
analytics offering insights into consumer behaviour and the ability to see 
‘word of mouth’ interactions.1 
 
When engaging in digital research, we want to be looking for the ‘buzz’ 
generated around customer experiences; the volume of interactions, period 
these interactions are sustained for, and what key influencers are saying. We 
should also consider a ‘sentiment analysis’; the balance of positive versus 
negative comments and the kinds of complaints or compliments typical of 
our customers. While using software to help us mine this data and draw 
conclusions, we still need to connect with the stories of our users and 
recognise their quirks, idiosyncrasies and that which makes them human. 
We’re analysing to build the bigger picture of our customer but we’re also 
stepping into their shoes to better understand details that are often lost in 
generalisations.    
 
We need to consider ethics and privacy when researching to learn more 
about our customers. For example, if a pharmaceutical company uses data 
gleaned from interactions on mood disorder blogs to peddle a new drug, this 
would hardly be an ethical use of data. When requesting information, we 
should be offering customers an opportunity ‘opt-in’ to give them full control 
over the process, and we need to ensure that there is informed consent. 
Informed consent refers to participants who voluntarily participate in the 
research with adequate knowledge of relevant risks and benefits. A 
transparent, ethical approach – which protects the user as much as it helps 
us learn from them – is crucial when it comes to good collaboration.  
 
Considering empathy, we also need to be savvy when it comes to the digital 
research tools we create. Survey fatigue is all too common, so wouldn’t a 
pop-up poll featuring one thoughtful question be more likely to gauge a 
response? Put yourself in the customer’s shoes – they’re often time poor and 
overwhelmed by the amount of digital content they are expected to 
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consume. We need to streamline our processes for feedback so as to 
generate a response. In short, the more hoops you make a user jump 
through, the less likely you are to get answers to your questions. We need to 
design simple, user-centric research tools for the collecting of data and 
ensure we can form conclusions from this data. 
 
When reviewing data, we can leverage data analytics tools to automate the 
process. Data analytics is the process of examining data sets to draw 
conclusions, with the aid of specialised systems and software. For example, 
we can use Google Analytics to draw conclusions about the types of visitors 
to our website their geography and interactions (what they’re clicking on and 
viewing). We can also see typical search words used by visitors to find the 
site and learn more about conversion (or lack of conversion) if it’s 
ecommerce. Similarly, we can capture data trends using YouTube analytics, 
giving us information on video viewership. Social media analytics tools help 
us catalogue ‘mentions’ about our brand and capture insights about the 
demographics and buying behaviour of our audience.  
 
Once we have collected and analysed enough data, we synthesise insights to 
consider opportunity. We are looking to answer the ‘who, what, where, 
when, why and how’ to see trends and possibilities. It is important to 
recognise our limits here – perhaps this systemisation of research is better 
outsourced if the analytical capabilities do not exist in-house. We’re looking 
to use the insights to identify relevance of the solution we are ideating. 
Maybe it’s not the product or service that needs iterating, it could be the 
channel, messaging, timing or delivery that needs attention to make a value 
offering more relevant for the intended customer group. Return on 
investment is not the primary objective at this point, we’re looking at ways 
both the business and customer can benefit; what will provide greater 
satisfaction and how can we work together and promote long-term loyalty? 
 

 
<Caption to go with the model> 
Double Diamond model, designcouncil.org.uk 
This captures the design process, which begins with the initial insight, and 
research as part of the divergent, ‘discover’ phase. This then feeds into the 
‘synthesize’ phase which allows us to converge on valuable insights that 
inform planning. 
 
In an ideal world, the insights we capture will provide clarity so that we can 
isolate and prioritise what we will take forward into planning and 
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prototyping. Yet, in the research process we may come across anomalies that 
we need to explore and understand. This process is never linear and will 
often throw up uncertainty and make us question our prejudices and 
assumptions. We might circle back through the research process time and 
time again to test new assumptions, and look for new insights should our 
discoveries alter the direction. We need to accept the fluidity of the process 
and embrace that creative decision-making is rarely logical. Understanding 
this is crucial to uncovering the best opportunity for human-centred design. 
 
ENDNOTES: 
1 B Brown, K Kanagasabai & K Pant, ‘Capturing value from your customer 
data’, McKinsey&Company, March 2017. 
 
REFERENCES: 
Brown, B., Kanagasabai, K. & Pant, P., ‘Capturing value from your customer 
data’, McKinsey&Company, March 2017, viewed 5 April 2018, 
<https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/mckinsey-analytics/our-
insights/capturing-value-from-your-customer-data> 
 
Design Council UK, ‘Design process: What is the double diamond?’, 
designcouncil.uk, n.d., viewed 5 April 2018, 
<https://www.designcouncil.org.uk/news-opinion/design-process-what-
double-diamond> 
 

Curated 
sources 

Source 1: 
RESOURCES: 
IDEO, ‘Design Kit: Methods’ 
http://www.designkit.org/methods 
 
A collection of practical tools, with step-by-step instructions, to support 
research collection and other phases of the human-centred design process. 
 
Source 2: 
VIDEO: 
‘IDEO U Creative Confidence Series: How to observe, interview, and uncover 
deep insights’. IDEO, 2 June 2016 (45:54) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4bXhFx3hkAg 
 
IDEO discusses how to retrieve insights from your observations and 
interviews in the design thinking ‘inspiration’ or research process. 

Reflective 
Questions 

1. When you’re researching, what’s your process? Does it work? 
2. Are there limits to what digital research can tell us? 
3. How can we leverage automation for better insights into customer 

behaviour? 
 
Thought Leaders: 
Strategyzer 

SAMPLE



IDEO 
Dave Gray, XPLANE 
Eric Ries, The Lean Startup 
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