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Bringing Human-Centered Design to
Healthcare
Designing for (and with) people can lead to new
insights and meaningful action.
I was invited by the Society for Healthcare Strategy & Market Development
to contribute an article for its May/June 2017 issue of Spectrum. The
article is reproduced with permission here. Also, fellow designer Katie
McCurdy and I recently presented a webinar to members of this society
who were interested in learning more about our human-centered design
work at the University of Vermont Medical Center.
In 2015, The University of Vermont Medical Center (UVMMC) became
one of the rst health systems in the nation to focus on creating
exceptional patient experiences using human-centered design. Much
more than a traditional graphic or product design group, the humancentered design team at UVMMC promotes a much expanded notion of
design that positions it as a powerful strategic and creative problemsolving methodology within the complex healthcare environment.
The projects my colleagues and I work on span the design of systems,
clinical processes, services, environments, website interactions,
communication materials, and tools that support patient engagement.
Less than two years into building a rigorous human-centered design
practice, UVMMC has applied this approach to several patient-centered
initiatives with measurable results.
Here are answers to several questions about our health system’s new
approach to experience design.

What is human-centered design?
“Human-centered design” describes a methodology and process that
begins and ends with accommodating the needs and desires of our end
users — the patients, families, providers, and sta who each play a part
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in the co-creation of healthcare. Our collaborative, action-oriented, and
highly visual process is de ned by three iterative and often overlapping
phases: Discover, Design, and Deliver.
DISCOVER involves various types of research activities in which we
learn from our end users about what their experiences are. We then
synthesize the resulting insights into a clear de nition of the problem
we are trying to solve.
In DESIGN, we create ideas through sketching and other visual media.
We design and build prototypes which can be tested with end users, so
that we can learn quickly and iterate through a series of possible
solutions.
In DELIVER, we transition the solution to the appropriate stakeholders
who will manage implementation over the long-term. We also
determine the appropriate metrics that will help us measure our impact
throughout the project’s lifecycle.

Why is it important?
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The healthcare eld has lagged behind in terms of understanding the
customer service experience dimension of how it interacts with its
patients. As expectations within other consumer-facing sectors have
shifted with more attention on designing exceptional experiences,
patients have come to expect the same quality of services and
experiences from their healthcare providers. The nationwide
conversation around patient- and family-centered care has also created
urgency for organizations to truly understand and meet the needs of
patients.
A small but growing number of healthcare organizations are using the
tools and methods of human-centered design to create seamless,
responsive, and even delightful experiences for their patients. With an
integrative, patient- and sta -focused mindset, we designers are
making sense of the ecosystem of healthcare service delivery and deftly
designing the discrete touchpoints — service interactions and
environments, patient communications, digital tools, etc. — that come
together in creation of the experience of healthcare.

What are some of the projects you are working on?
One project we’ve been involved with for well over a year is around
improving how our patients and visitors nd their way around the main
campus buildings. We spent several months conducting exhaustive
research with sta , patients, and visitors to learn about where the
breakdowns occur with our maps, signs, directions, environmental
cues, and digital location- nding tools. We also facilitated co-creative
workshops with sta and patients to help us come up with new ideas
from their perspective. Along the way, we quickly prototyped new ideas
for a nature-themed way nding system and then tested them in the
space of the hospital to further our learning.
Because our research ndings and recommendations come directly
from the participation and input of our project stakeholders (e.g., sta ,
patients, and visitors), we have received amazing support from key
leaders in the organization who have the resources to make this work a
reality. We are now working closely with our partners in facilities
management to implement some of the short-term recommendations
we made, as well as initiating a “request for proposal” to bring in
additional expertise to realize our vision and assist with
implementation. With a new hospital building currently under
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construction, we expect to roll out our new way nding system for the
entire main campus by 2019.
A more recent project is focused on supporting adolescent patients with
chronic illnesses (e.g., cystic brosis and type 1 diabetes) to transition
successfully out of our pediatric specialty clinics into adult specialty
care. We began by conducting several interviews with patients and
families in order to understand what their experiences are, as well as
what their hopes and fears are for this journey toward adulthood. To
better structure our interviews, we created a visual tool which asks
patients to plot on a timeline their actual and anticipated steps within
the transition journey. The resulting conversations about what the
young patient had already achieved, and what remained, was
unprecedented and forms the basis of a structured plan with clear
goals.
While this work is in its early stages, we have already identi ed
important insights about what is needed to e ectively support young
people as they make their way toward independently managing their
healthcare. They need recurrent conversations with their providers
about preparing for the inevitable transition out of pediatrics into the
adult specialty world. They need to be connected with the right
resources at the right time so that their speci c needs for information
are met when it is most directly applicable. And they need pediatric and
adult specialty clinics to collaborate more e ectively to provide a
“warm hando ” that facilitates the transfer of medical information and
the patient-provider relationships, which are ultimately about
maintaining trust within the system.
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An adolescent patient with cystic brosis uses the transition of care journey mapping tool to visualize her journey toward adulthood.

What advice do you have for those who might apply
human-centered design principles at their
organizations?
In the past few years, many healthcare organizations have hired inhouse designers with this expertise, as the value of design thinking has
become more pronounced and sought after. However, even if your
organization or department hasn’t done so yet, you can begin to apply
the principles of human-centered design in the work that you do.
•

Build design capacity into your teams. Embed project designers
who are trained in user experience research and human-centered
design methods. Chances are, your organization has at least one or
two employees like this. If not, seek out design consultants,
facilitators, and trainers who can help your teams learn and
practice these skills.
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•

Seek meaningful input from patients and sta in your
projects. Listen to your end users and employ what you learn from
them to guide the development of the project. Better yet, invite
them to participate as co-creators in the processes, services, and
products you are creating. Bring diverse groups of people together
to build shared understanding of complex systems.

•

As early as possible, create quick experiments to validate your
assumptions and test the impact of your work. Adopt a rapid,
iterative approach when developing or changing existing
processes, services, and products. Evaluate these experiments
with end users to further your learning and build an evidencebased approach to innovation and system change.

Patients and healthcare providers collaborate in a design workshop to create a prototype.

This article is reproduced with permission from the May/June 2017 issue
of Spectrum by the Society for Healthcare Strategy & Market
Development.
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