
Hi everyone and welcome! I'm Bianca Woods and this is The Future of Work is 
Human: Human-Centered Design and L&D!

Today I’m going to talk through this movement towards putting people at the 
forefront of the choices that we, and our organizations, make.

We’re going to talk through what’s fueled this shift to putting people first and touch 
on some of the core processes and techniques that can help us make this change in 
our own work. And because no approach is perfect, we’re also going to look at both 
how this mindset can help you and where it can have some serious drawbacks.

Finally, we’re going to bring it back to our world and examine the practical side of 
what this shift to human-centered design actually means for all of us in learning and 
development.
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There’s a famous, and as it turns out not entirely true, quote from Henry Ford about 
the Model T: 

"Any customer can have a car painted any color that he wants

(CLICK TO ANIMATE)

... so long as it is black."

This quote’s not just a good example of a company not entirely caring what the 
customer really wants. It also sums up one of the biggest impacts of the industrial 
revolution and assembly lines… 

(https://www.woot.com/blog/post/the-debunker-did-the-model-t-ford-only-come-in-
black)
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Sameness leads to efficiency.

Now, limiting options and standardizing approaches can lead to cheaper mass 
production. It makes things substantially easier to make and fix. It leads to a certain 
level of dependable consistency. And those can all be good things.

But that sameness also meant that when it came to your car colour or your career 
path, there wasn't a lot of room for unique choice.

3



Now this quote is from a former co-worker's kid, and while it's definitely a funny thing 
to hear a kid say, it actually sums this concept up incredibly well: “You get what you 
get. Don’t be upset”

Now, that sort of approach to the workplace made flexibility difficult. It meant a 9-5 
existence, a sameness to how jobs had to be performed, a formula to what a person’s 
career could be. 
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And when it came to the broader world, there were a lot of people who found the 
consistent but limited ways things were designed made it harder for them to interact 
with them, if not impossible.

If you're left-handed, you've likely experienced this any time you've tried to use 
standard scissors. They're built for the average - right handed people. And while you 
likely can still use them, it's not exactly comfortable.

But this can also have far more severe outcomes as well. For instance, plane cockpits 
in the 40s were built for the “average” pilot dimensions. But as it turned out, nobody 
actually fully mapped to those dimensions, and that focus on averages ended up 
making these cockpits more dangerous for people to use. 

(https://www.thestar.com/news/insight/2016/01/16/when-us-air-force-discovered-
the-flaw-of-averages.html)
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These limitations also drove a distinct line between the many that needed to follow 
orders and the few that were allowed to innovate. Lots of good ideas get lost when 
only a chosen few can experiment.
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But as technology has progressed, it’s started opening up more options.

• The move towards automating tedious and repetitive tasks has carved out more 
time in people's days, giving them more flexibility in how they accomplish the 
work that’s still done by people.

• The internet, computers, and telecommunication technology allows more 
flexibility in how and where we do our work - something that's become even 
clearer during the pandemic.

• Physical goods and services have become cheaper to customize - and digital ones 
even more inexpensive to make your own – which makes the things in your life 
more flexible for your needs. That's right: no more settling for that black Model T 
unless it’s actually what you really wanted.

• And beyond technology, mindsets are shifting about who the “right” candidates for 
jobs are, allowing more flexibility in career paths and opening doors that had 
previously been closed.
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And all this - this leads to a world where we’re better at acknowledging the value of 
people being treated as, well, people. 

Consumers want their needs and wants to be seen by companies. Employees want to 
be able to bring their full, complex selves to work. And the companies out there that 
are paying attention are realizing that acknowledging both these desires are market 
differentiators – that it’s the organizations that can best serve real people that will 
win the war for the best customers as well as the best employees.
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But to address that humanness in our workplaces and in what we create, it’s meant 
recognizing that the processes that help us create a great single product or 
experience that's going to be given to everyone  - they don’t work so well for 
recognizing the individual. And it’s this gap that’s lead to the popularity of human-
centered design practices.

This broad bucket of design practices all revolves around approaches used to put your 
end user or target audience at the center of your decisions and find innovative 
solutions for them. And one of the most popular of these practices as of late, 
particularly for people who don’t come from formal design fields, is Design Thinking.
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For those of you who might have heard the term but aren’t as familiar with how 
exactly it works, here's a quick introduction to design thinking.

It’s essentially an attempt to adapt the real practices of designers, inventors, and 
scientists to create a system that people in other fields can use to help find new 
ideas. There are a number of different variations of this approach, but here’s one I 
like a lot.
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You start with the empathize stage. In this step you do activities that help you better 
understand the needs, preferences, and world of the people you’re designing for. It 
involves observing, researching, interviewing, and just generally immersing yourself in 
their world.
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In the define step you take all that research and then use it to narrow your focus to 
this audience’s actual needs… and then narrow even further to framing the scope of 
what you’re trying to solve and the specific audience you’re solving for.
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In the ideate step, you then use your problem and audience to inform lots of ideas for 
possible solutions. Much like with brainstorming, the activities in this step are all 
about getting as many different ideas out there as possible, knowing many of them 
will fail, in hopes that you'll generate a few ideas that could actually work.
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Next you move to the prototyping stage, where you build rough models of the ideas 
you want to try out. The goal here isn’t to create a finished product – just something 
that’s a barely good enough representation of your ideas so you can them move to…
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…The Test stage. You try out the prototypes and learn from what works and what 
doesn’t.
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It's important to note this is never a one-and-done linear path! 

(ANIMATE SLIDE) 

Instead, it involves taking what you learned in the each stage and often jumping back 
one or more phases, rethinking things, and trying again. But through moving through 
these steps, the idea is you can come up with creative solutions that put people first 
and likely solve the problem in ways you wouldn’t have anticipated initially.
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Now, design thinking is one popular way to put real people at the center of your 
work, but there are lots of other smaller approaches you can use to get to know who 
you're designing for as well. You can use these as a part of your design thinking 
journey or completely on their own too. So let's talk about three that are particularly 
useful to our world.
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Rather than making assumptions, user research can give you qualitative and 
quantitative information about who you’re designing for. This research can be good 
for digging in deep on people’s behaviors, habits, skills, challenges, and strengths. But 
there are also times you’ll want to balance that deep dive with a broader look at the 
overall market you're creating a solution in as well.

There’s lots to like in the insights you can get from user research. It can guide you 
towards hidden factors that could be influencing the challenge you’re trying to solve. 
It can help you better understand the why behind people’s decision-making processes 
and motivations. It can keep you from making assumptions that lead to a solution 
that doesn’t actually solve anything. And it’s great for discovering what variables you 
might need to affect in order to make a real impact.
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Once you’ve done your research, personas can help you build a shared understanding 
of who exactly you’re designing for.

A persona is a fictional description of an average member of your target audience and 
narrative about their life. It won’t be a perfect representation of every single person 
in that audience group, and you do need to be careful in cases where averages don't 
actually represent reality, but it should have a lot in common with most of them.

By using what you know about your audience to craft a persona - or more than one 
persona if your user group is really several different sub-groups – you can deepen 
your understanding their lives and use it as a testing ground to consider how your 
design choices fit into their world.
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So what kind of information can go into a persona?

For L&D, I find questions that tell you more about your target audience’s day-to-day 
life and experiences can help a lot. The topics on the screen are a good place to start, 
but there are loads of other questions you can ask to build your personas.

This is a topic that could easily take up a full conference session, but I’ve included 
some links to help you dig deeper on this in the resource page for this talk.

20



Another post-research exercise that can help you better see your audience's 
perspective on a topic is empathy mapping.

Now, you can do this on your own, but it works even better with a group as it’ll help 
you pool your knowledge and also craft a shared understanding of the audience –
which can really help you avoid group disagreements or missteps later.

This activity is pretty straightforward. You start by identifying a particular theme, such 
as how your audience reacts to a brand or a particular part of their own work. Then 
go to each of the four quadrants in the map and fill in all sorts of related quick points 
about your audience. So when you fill out the “Says” quadrant, you’ll just pool 
together a bunch of things your audience might say about the map theme. The 
"Thinks" quadrant is what they’re thinking – which may or may not be in line with 
what they say. Be sure to pay attention to things you can infer from what they don’t 
say or are reluctant to share. The "Does" quadrant outlines the actual actions they 
take and the "Feels" quadrant outlines their emotions about your theme.

Articulating these things, particularly when you do it with a group, can do a lot to 
help you all better understand where your audience is coming from. And afterwards 
you can then check your design decisions against the map regularly to see if you think 
they’ll resonate.
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So these are just a few of the core processes and activities you commonly find within 
human-centered approaches, but there are many, many more. And the great part 
about that is you can pick the best ones for your audience and situation.

But regardless of the exact journey you take and approaches you include in it, all 
these processes still center around the idea that important innovation can come from 
understanding the people we design for.
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• When done well, these approaches can help us fail fast and learn good lessons 
from that failure.

• They can help uncover options that might not have otherwise been found and 
keep us from throwing lots of time and energy on solutions that don’t actually 
meet our audience’s needs.

• These human-centered processes themselves can also break us out of bad habits 
that get in the way of innovation, like getting married to a solution early on, 
making assumptions about our audience, or not being endlessly curious.

• They also help us find solutions that aren’t one-size fits none and instead actually 
connect to the real world, helping people get solutions that actually work in their 
lives.

• What's also great is a lot of these techniques aren’t completely new. Many of them 
are variations – or even complete ports – of techniques designers, marketers, 
scientists, and more have been using for years, just translated to a new world. So 
you're using approaches that have been well tested.

• And related to that, things like design thinking and similar approaches bring in 
innovation approaches from other fields, but in a way that can feel more 
comfortable to organizations who haven't done this before – so they're kind of like 
design mindset training wheels.  

Examples: https://theaccidentaldesignthinker.com/2017/09/16/40-design-thinking-
success-stories/

23

https://theaccidentaldesignthinker.com/2017/09/16/40-design-thinking-success-stories/


But everything with more human centered approaches isn’t perfect. This is something 
that is abundantly clear when you read about the pushback against design thinking 
and empathy exercises, in large part from people within the design community. While 
some of these criticisms are overexaggerated, some of them are very real.
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So why the pushback? In a lot of cases things like design thinking are an attempt to 
make a more organized process out of practices that are noticeably more shaggy and 
loose when practiced by full-time designers and inventors. 

And creating that structure means you can lose nuance in the process or create a 
world where people see the approach as a mathematical formula that, if they 
manage to follow it exactly the right way, always guarantees “innovation” rather than 
what is really is - some rough guidelines that they can use to chart their own path. 
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And in L&D we should have some empathy for that frustration. It's a feeling a lot of us 
have when someone tries to put out a single process or tool to solve all things 
learning. Or like when people will ask us things like “How long should learning videos 
be?” or “How many slides should be in a good deck?” thinking we can give them a 
hard fast single response. But the real answer is “it depends”. 
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So what are the weak points you want to be thoughtful of when you use these 
processes, so you aren't treating them like a magic formula?

• First, care needs to be taken to dig deep when using these approaches – a room 
full of Post-its doesn’t magically make good solutions. When they're only done at a 
surface level or are led by people who think following a few simple design steps 
they read in an article is all there is to it, these processes end up telling you very 
little about real situations and real people.

• Doing these processes poorly often reinforces assumptions, but also gives people 
dangerous amounts of confidence that they’re making informed choices. That’s a 
horrifying combination that you want to keep an eye out for.

• Some people will see a visual depiction of the design thinking model and assume 
it’s this linear process. Skipping iterating and looping back steps, though, misses a 
major selling point of it.

• Learning from failure is a huge part of these processes, but if your organization or 
team has a culture where failure isn’t okay, it’s going to be a huge adjustment to 
make these processes work well. Not impossible, but an adjustment you’ll need to 
plan for.

• A challenge with Design Thinking is there’s not just one single model for it. In some 
ways that can be good, as it makes it flexible for the project or strategy, but that 
ambiguity means partners might not realize they’re using different versions of the 
model. So start out by getting everyone in agreement with which version you'll all 
be using.

• Finally, while having an understanding of your audience is important for any kind of 
design work, but the depth of investigation involved in some of these human 
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centered processes can be overkill – for instance, you might not need to do five 
different in-depth personas for a quick sign about how to use the office coffee 
machine.



To finish this off let's talk about our real world: what does all this mean for the work 
we do in learning and development?
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First, with the overall world being better at seeing them as individuals, people’s 
expectations for customization – they're being set higher. The personalization people 
experience from the technology and services they use in their personal life, it needs 
to be better mirrored in their work life too – and that includes the learning 
experiences and in-the-moment support that our field provides for them.
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We regularly talk about how we know there’s not one learning experience that’s right 
for every single audience and every single situation, but often the ones people 
experience at work still skew towards similar experiences for all. We in L&D need to 
do more – like leverage these design approaches - to find ways to help the 
experiences we create cater to the real needs of the people we’re designing them for. 

For them to feel seen, the solutions we then create should make sense in their world 
and reflect the information and skills they actually require. We can do this through 
complex mechanisms, like using algorithms to adjust a learning experiences 
constantly based on someone's performance.

But this can be simpler as well - things like letting people test out of information they 
already know, choose from a number of ways to learn information, or even simply not 
asking them to plod through things that aren’t useful for them. These options don't 
take much but they can go a long way to helping people feel respected.

30



Related to that, because of how these human-centered approaches help us better 
understand audiences and their learning challenges, I have seen people ask if design 
thinking is going to replace instructional design.

Personally, I don’t see that happening – design thinking doesn’t tell you anything 
about learning theory or how exactly to design things to help people learn. But that 
said, design thinking is worth to weaving in to our existing instructional design 
processes to enhance them. 
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And, realistically, we’ve already been doing some of these things long before design 
thinking became trendy. Things like needs analysis and user research have helped us 
empathize and define, storyboards and demos help us ideate and prototype, and 
trying things out ourselves, with our partners, or with our audience has helped us 
test.

Design thinking – it just helps us be more mindful of that and gives us more strategies 
and processes we can use to do it.
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Just like how we’ve been been using some of these approaches in L&D for a long 
time, other industries have been too – but even more extensively.

UX and UI design are two areas way further ahead than us on some aspects of 
human-centered design. So are product design, marketing, game design, and more. 
As we strengthen this goal of putting people first and having them feel seen as 
individuals, it’s always handy to learn from others who have been honing these 
techniques for years.
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Because of that overlap between our work and human centered-approaches, L&D can 
be in a uniquely strong position at many organizations to champion using design 
thinking and similar approaches in a legitimately deep and useful way. Our experience 
might also be one of the best protections against these design processes being used 
poorly, as we’re more likely to notice the signs of more superficial attempts.
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Finally, the world our audiences exist in is getting better and better at seeing who 
they are as real people. For our work to matter to them, it needs to do this skillfully 
as well, both so we cater to their actual learning needs and well as help them feel not 
like a number or cog, but as a valued individual.
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