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1 Introduction

The work you do matters. You are on the front lines of society’s
most challenging problems. It can be hard. The work can be
overwhelming and finding the right solutions to make a real impact
is tricky.
Human-centered programming is an approach to solving
challenging problems in deep partnership with your audience. Each
person is the expert on their own life. Partnering with your
audience brings their stories, their goals, their challenges, and their
creativity into your programs. It will both challenge and inspire you
as you design, implement, and evaluate programs together.
You and your audience become co-designers, co-implementers,
and co-evaluators of solutions that really get at the heart of their
challenges and goals.
This handbook provides practical
ideas for any stage in the lifecycle
of a program. From design, to
implementation, and evaluation, it
will help you make the greatest
possible impact in the lives of the
people your organization serves.

HumanCentered
Programming
Lifecycle
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Self-Assessment
You may wonder if this will really help your organization. Check each
box that applies to your organization below.
❏ Our audience faces complex challenges
❏ We support vulnerable populations
❏ I think our program could help even more
❏ We have limited resources
❏ Measuring sustainable impact is tricky for us
❏ We are so busy helping it is hard to evolve
❏ Our program has not changed much lately
❏ Burnout is a challenge for us
❏ We have other pain points where this may help
How many did you check? ______ If you checked one or more
boxes above, human-centered programming can help.
How might a human-centered approach help with your
challenges above?
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2 Co-Design
Co-design is a process where we directly engage beneficiaries in
designing solutions meant for them. Providing a seat at the table
for those most affected seems obvious, but can be overlooked,
especially when solutions are urgently needed.
But jumping to a solution can
often cause more problems than
it solves. Not one minute is saved
by implementing a solution that
does not help the true problem.
Following an intentional design
process helps you focus your
effort on solutions that truly help.
Take a beat. Design. Together.

Human-Centered Design
Human-Centered Design (HCD) is a set of tools and approaches
to help you co-design. Each phase is done in partnership with
your beneficiaries, who become your co-designers.
• Discovery-learn context and develop deep empathy.
• Focus-distill your discovery findings and focus the problem.
• Ideation-dream up creative solutions!
• Prototype and Test- run a light-weight test of a solution and
see how well it addresses the challenge.
The design process is iterative and may loop back through many
times as your solution evolves.
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Co-Designing with Vulnerable Populations
Your organization may support people who are vulnerable. They
may have experienced trauma, oppression, or disempowerment.
Co-designing can be an incredibly empowering experience.
However, special care must be taken to ensure the emotional
and psychological safety of your co-designers. Helpful
principles1,2 are below.
• Create safe space, both physical and emotional.
• Provide choice whether and how they participate.
• Collaborate fully, making decisions with not for them. Use
collaborative governance to mitigate power imbalances.
• Be trustworthy as you are consistent, clear, follow through,
and respect boundaries.
• Empower beneficiaries through capacity building,
affirmation, and support.
What strategies will foster an environment where your
beneficiaries can fully take their place as your co-designers?

1 The Institute on Trauma and Trauma-Informed Care (2015)
2 Peace, Justice, and Strong Institutions (2021), Valesca Lima
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Co-Designing Approaches
There are many tools that can be used to support co-design. The
right mix will depend on your audience, organization, and goals.
Common tools and approaches for each phase in the co-design
process are described below. Each item below has guidelines or
a template in the accompanying Human-Centered Program
Design Tools and Templates Workbook.
As you review the list, check off approaches that you think may
be a good fit for your program.
Discovery Tools | learn context and develop empathy

q Empathy Interviews. Structured 1:1 conversations with your
audience where you listen to their stories, looking for themes
to inform your understanding of their challenges and goals.
q Participant Advisory Council. Bring together members of the
community you are helping and listen to their collective goals,
concerns, and recommendations.
q Surveys. Surveys are a great way to validate the themes you
found in empathy interviews or community listening groups.
q Stakeholder Map. Identify the people and groups who have a
stake in the program.

Focus Tools | distill discovery and focus the problem

q Empathy Map. Illustrate what a person does, thinks, feels,
and says as they participate in your program. You may be
surprised at what you find!
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q Journey Map. Map out the experience a person has through a
process with multiple steps, looking for opportunities to
improve their overall experience.
q Persona. A humanizing picture of your audience you give a
name, bio, and description that helps you focus as you
develop solutions.
q Problem Statement. A concise, compelling statement of the
problem written from the perspective of your beneficiary.
Ideation Tools | dream up solutions to the real problem
q Creativity Warm-up. Lead fun, out of the box activities to put
your team in a creative mindset before ideating.
q Ideation Session. Finally! Once you have developed empathy
and focused the problem it is time to come with solution with
team members, stakeholders, and beneficiaries.
Prototype and Test | try and then evolve your solution
q Minimum Viable Product. Create a low-fidelity, lightweight
version of the solution you can test small and learn from.
q Outcomes. Collaboratively determine the reach, response,
and impact you hope for from the solution you choose.
q Theory of Change. Map out details of how your solution will
create your intended outcomes.
Check out the Human-Centered Programs for Sustainable
Impact: Co-Design Tools and Templates Workbook for details
on each tool listed here.
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3 Co-implementation
Humanitarian organizations support sustainable change by
empowering beneficiaries to co-implement solutions.
Consider this example. A U.S.-based
NGO focuses on sustainable crop
irrigation in arid climates. They have a
U.S.-based staff of subject-matter
experts, project managers, and
learning facilitators. They also have a
small office in Ethiopia and another in
Mozambique. They have a program to
support small rural farmers and
women farmers with education,
technology, and materials to develop
sustainable irrigation systems.
In this case, who should facilitate the workshop? Who should
procure materials and from where/whom? Who should provide
labor to build the irrigation systems?
If the goal is truly sustainable impact, the answer to every question
above lies in the local offices and communities in Ethiopia and
Mozambique. Deep partnerships with beneficiaries to facilitate
courses, to procure materials, and to engage and provide labor will
help the program make more meaningful, sustainable impact.
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Benefits to Co-Implementation
Co-implementation of humanitarian programs has significant
benefits. Some of the best-laid plans can get tripped up in
implementation, and deeply engaging beneficiaries in the
implementation phase can help ease the way. The following list
describes some of these benefits.
• Quickly anticipate potential roadblocks to implementation
• Honor the dignity, personal agency, and talents of beneficiaries
• Build capabilities, skills, and capacity in beneficiaries
• Deepen partnerships with local and community leaders and
members that can lead to stronger, more effective programs
What other benefits to co-implementation could you add?
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Addressing Challenges to Co-implementation
Co-implementing with your audience can also have its challenges.
In the case above, there may be concerns about whether
beneficiaries have sufficient irrigation expertise, lack experience
leading workshops, or may be pressured by corrupt local systems
in the procurement of materials.
Addressing these concerns is important and should be done in
partnership with beneficiaries. Respecting their agency, their
advice, and their recommendations will help build a foundation of
trust that is necessary for co-implementation.
Below are approaches to address these challenges. As you review,
check approaches appropriate for your organization.
q Establish a project implementation governing board inclusive
of key leaders in the community, beneficiaries, and
stakeholders. Support collaborative and inclusive governance.
q Train beneficiaries to facilitate workshops. Start with cofacilitation, and as they become more comfortable with
teaching, phase out non-local facilitators.
q Empower local office staff to manage procurement and labor.
q Pay fair, livable wages and prices to local labor and vendors.
q Make a target goal for co-implementation (e.g., 40% of all
programs will be effectively led by beneficiaries by next year)
How else might you overcome challenges with coimplementation?
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4 Co-evaluation
Evaluating the true impact of a humanitarian program requires the
input of beneficiaries. Many organizations seek this through
surveys or interviews, but this is only the first step towards true coevaluation
Benefits to Co-Evaluation
Co-evaluating programs provides
humanitarian organizations with
deep insight into the impact their
programs are making or *could*
make with some adjustment.
Check out some benefits to coevaluation in the list below.
• Identify strengths and weaknesses within programs that would
otherwise be invisible.
• Better understand nuances that impact implementation.
• Identify programs to be revised, replaced, or sunsetted.
•

Build trust with local communities, leaders, and beneficiaries
as you improve your programming in partnership with them.

• Build confidence with donors that their resources are being
used wisely and to create sustainable impact.
• Identify new opportunities to support beneficiaries.
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Co-Evaluation Approaches
The list below provides co-evaluation approaches to help you
more fully understand the impact of your programs. Many of the
approaches you take in co-design are equally as helpful in coevaluation. It is often helpful to combine two or more approaches
so you can get a richer picture of your impact.
q Empathy Interviews. Connect directly with those who
participated in your programs.
q Surveys. Surveys are a quick way to gather data from a large
group. However, it is important that your survey design is
sound, your data is handled properly, and you are getting an
inclusive sampling. Partnering with survey design experts helps!
q Community Mapping. Also known as community asset or
resource mapping, this surfaces insight that beneficiaries and
their communities have regarding how and where sustainable
change is merited and promising.
q Specialized Impact Evaluations. Taking a closer look about
how your program impacts across gender, race, ability level,
age, or other categories can be incredibly helpful.
q Sustainable Impact Report. Co-creating a report that speaks to
the impact of the program helps your organization and donors.
What approaches to co-evaluation will you take?
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5 Getting Started
The principles in this handbook will help your organization make
more sustainable impact. However, it requires effort, passion, and
dedication. Fortunately, these are qualities that come naturally to
humanitarian practitioners!
To help, you have this handbook and its accompanying workbook
with tools and templates for the co-design phase. Also, you likely
have leaders, innovators, and influencers in your organization.
Below is a sample plan you can use or adapt to get things started.
Sample Getting Started Plan
1. Read this handbook and complete the exercises.
2. Review the Human-centered Programming for Sustainable Impact CoDesign Tools and Templates Workbook and select one or two
approaches to try yourself this week.
3. Hold a design sprint workshop with your team to try out these
approaches in a safe environment to learn.
4. Pilot a new program (or evolve an existing one) using these
tools and approaches. Learn from your pilot!
5. Develop a scaling plan to scale human-centered programming
across your organization.
Connect with the Center for Design Kindness (designkindness.org)
for additional resources and support.
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