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Learnings from 
Applying Human-
Centered Design in a 
WIOA System



Understand the Human-
Centered Design process

Walk away with a fresh 
perspective on how you 

can deliver WIOA services

Objectives



Agenda

1. Introduction & Context Setting 5 minutes

2. What is Human-Centered Design?
Activity: Generating “How Might We” Questions

30 minutes

3. HCD Implementation in Detroit
Lessons from a WIOA Program

15 minutes

4. Q & A 10 minutes



Raise your hand for the statement that best applies 
to you. I have:
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Never heard of Human Centered Design

Heard about it but don’t really know what it is

A pretty good familiarity with HCD

Been part of HCD design work

Become obsessed with HCD



What is Human Centered Design?





Services

Tools

Systems

Products

Experiences

What can it be used for?
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The Human-Centered Design Mindset

•Learn from failure
•Make it
•Empathy
• Iterate, iterate, iterate
•Embrace ambiguity
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The Human-Centered Design process has several steps.



Human-Centered Design involves expanding and 
contracting your ideas throughout the process.



Learn from 
your users

Learn from 
experts

Immerse 
yourself in 

context

Seek 
analogous 
inspiration

Build a 
journey 

map

Empathize: Understand your users



DO NOT USE 
ANY LAYOUTS 

PAST THIS POINT



• Ask open-ended questions

• Ask about a specific event in the past (tell me about a time when...what was the best time...what was the 
worse time…)

• Avoid leading or loaded questions

• Give room between questions

• Reflect back/summarize what you’re hearing

• Follow where the conversation leads, ok to go “off script”

• Observe body language as well

Common Method: Empathy Interview

This is not the same as a coaching or case management 
conversation; goal is strictly to understand and learn.



1.Review your findings
2.Group into themes
3.Generate insights
4.Develop HMW questions

Define



Define: Creating your “How Might We” Questions



 Project is human, subjective
 Framing doesn’t embed a solution
 Framing doesn’t assume user’s needs
 Goal is clear without dictating a specific outcome
 You care about solving this problem
 Question is broad enough for creative freedom
 Question is narrow enough to be manageable

Checklist for a good HMW question



How might we create a policy to enforce return visits for customers? 

How might we address our retention challenges?

How might we make a customer’s first visit impactful so that they are 
motivated to return and meet their goals? 

Getting HMW questions “just right”.

Too narrow

Too broad

Just right!

Insight: Customers often don’t return after their first visit.



1. Think of a challenge you are currently face in your WIOA programming 
(potential areas: recruitment, intake, career coaching, placement, 
retention, referrals/partnerships, physical space).

2. Generate 3 How Might We questions you could ask to address it, using 
the previously shared checklist.

3. Get with a partner to present and choose the best one.

Activity



Go with quality over quantity!

Ideate



Make it real! Build the essence of the idea for testing.

Prototype



What aspects of your idea do you need to test? With who? 

Test



HCD & Racial Equity





HCD Implementation in Detroit



Core Components



Theory of Change



Examples of Impact & Outcomes



Impact on Staff, Centers, and System

·

Bringing leaders, managers, and frontline staff 
together was exciting. Providing the venue for staff to 
come together to be able to raise questions and 
concerns about what the system is trying to do is 
important.

This HCD thinking is very 
different than the way DESC 
has thought before, and in a 

healthy way.  They were 
focused more on caring about 
the product, not the process 

or the people as much.
Helping people be more on the 
same page as Detroit at Work.  

Embodying shared identity 
across the centers and behaving 

more like a community of 
practice.



Detroit HMW Examples

1.…give new customers the right information when they 
need it so that they can make informed decisions and not 
waste their time?

2.…get more information about all of our resources to 
people who are unfamiliar or who had a bad prior 
experience so that they can get the services they need?

3.…welcome new customers in the career centers so that 
they feel valued, respected and that they belong?



Customer Insights
“ I used to work in the 

system years ago, and I 
was disappointed with the 

whole process. They’re 
still using stuff that we 
used to use. It’s time to 
move forward and use 

something else.  ”

“It seems like a lot of the 
questions are repetitive. Why 
are they asking me about the 

same thing in different ways?”

“Knowing there are 9480 jobs 
doesn't give me hope and means 

nothing to me if i am not 
qualified for them”

“I felt respected 
because she 

looked me in the 
eyes. Most people 

don’t do that.”

“I could not ask for a better 
case manager. She lets me 
know if there is additional 

information either by email or 
phone”



Prototyping: New Customer Welcome, Orientation, Referrals



Academy of Front Desking



Referral Map



Physical Space 
Design Work



What Staff Appreciated about the Experience

I’m forever impacted by the 
magnitude of the importance we 

played in shaping this.

Sometimes we forget about 
the staff. Getting their 

feedback on the 
feasibility/possibility of things 

is really important. 

Feeling empowered, like we’re making a difference

Collaborative approach to engaging teams and system



What Staff Learned in the Process

More aware of the 
similar and unique 

challenges facing other 
career centers.

How to conduct proper interviews 
and the value of letting the 

interviewee lead and give feedback.

Group process tools have 
been really cool (RACI, 

brainstorming, idea tree). 
I’ll be applying these tools 

in other work at DESC.

Learning in a group is really powerful

It takes time for people to align and build trust

It’s helpful to have different expertise at the table



Takeaways for Illinois WIOA 
Programs





Insights applying HCD 
in a WIOA Program
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WIOA program flow has a lot of flexibility – take 
advantage to customize each customer’s journey to 
work best for them.

The physical space does not need to feel like a 
government office but can feel welcoming and safe 
to customers, many of whom have had bad 
experiences with social service systems in the past.

Our educated hunch is that if we spend more time 
listening to customers and less time worrying about 
performance, it will, in fact, improve performance! 
Evidence to come out of California…
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Ideas you might be able to replicate or explore

Revising your intake to better understand each customer’s individual needs

Revising your intake process to customize each customer’s journey through your program

Creating a referral map, mapping your partners and connecting customer to resources they need

Training your staff on service delivery best practices – career coaches, front desk, etc.

Revising your signage, what messages are they sending as customers enter? 

Redesigning your physical space to be more welcoming and supportive

Adding a customer satisfaction metric to your KPIs, signaling that customer satisfaction matters as 
much as WIOA mandated performance



Resources to Learn More

https://acumenacademy.org/course/design-kit-human-centered-design/?gclid=Cj0KCQjwuL_8BRCXARIsAGiC51C_n9qrzxJ8lqqTkNu_E13kR_vZGbh40U1pNW1zXcCOIzbgNQ4UpMsaAoU3EALw_wcB&hsa_acc=3091410687&hsa_ad=437002697429&hsa_cam=1590569756&hsa_grp=107217374571&hsa_kw=human%20centred%20design&hsa_mt=b&hsa_net=adwords&hsa_src=g&hsa_tgt=kwd-297514543146&hsa_ver=3&utm_campaign=&utm_medium=&utm_source=JX-Adwords&utm_term=human%20centred%20design
https://www.ideou.com/collections/featured-design-thinking/products/design-thinking-certificate
https://www.amazon.com/101-Design-Methods-Structured-Organization/dp/1118083466/ref=sr_1_1?crid=3JO53BMHB5NGP&keywords=101+design+methods+by+vijay+kumar&qid=1682714038&sprefix=101+design+m%2Caps%2C162&sr=8-1
https://www.designkit.org/
https://soulless.medium.com/the-most-complete-design-thinking-tools-resource-collections-675f40de36f6
https://nationalfund.org/our-resources/tools/


Thank you!

Kaitlyn McGovern

Director

Afton Partners

kmcgovern@aftonpartners.com

Linsey Gillery

Senior Project Manager

Detroit Employment Solutions Corporation

lgillery@detempsol.org
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