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Buil t  for Zero is a movement of 60 US communities 
working to end chronic and veteran homelessness. .

The  Built  for Ze ro  Collaborative



Learning Objectives

● Review the challenges of complex problems and the tools needed to 
address them

● Introduce the framework for Human-Centred Design and the associated 
mindsets

● Think about Human-Centered Design in practice through a case study

● Reflect on “How Might We” incorporate these practices into our work of 
ending homelessness



HOMELESSNESS.
AS A COMPLEX PROBLEM.
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Tools for Solving Complex Problems

DATA FOR 
IMPROVEMENT

Is your community using 
data to make decisions?

HUMAN-CENTERED 
DESIGN

Is your community 
getting the feedback 

it needs to be 
effective?

QUALITY 
IMPROVEMENT

Is your community 
testing and evaluate 

ideas with objective data 
to measure progress 
toward a clear aim?

FACILITATION a nd  
MEETING DESIGN

Does your community 
use meetings effectively 
and do these meetings 

allow people to innovate 
collaboratively?

Complex social  problems can’t  be solved by a single actor. 
Communities need a rigorous approach to collaborative problem solving.



HUMAN-CENTERED DESIGN.
Creating solutions around the needs of your users 
and engaging them in the process

Society often blames people experiencing homelessness for their situation. 
But what if the problem isn't them, it's us? Human-centered design helps local leaders 
reinvent their housing systems in response to what will get results for those they serve.



Human-Ce nte re d  De sign

INSPIRATION

Who actually experiences 
the problem?

What can this person tell me 
about their experience?

What do they see? Hear? 
Say? Do?

What do I personally see? 
Hear? Observe?

IDEATION

What’s the most obvious 
solution?

What would we try if there 
were no rules?

What would we try if we had 
a million dollars?

What would we try if we only 
had a hundred dollars?

INNOVATION

Has the user weighed in on 
this idea?

Can we break this idea into 
smaller parts?

How could we test each part 
quickly and with low effort?

What will we do next if a 
particular part works/ fails?



What Design Thinking Feels like

Source: http://designingbetter.ca/design-thinking-methodology

http://designingbetter.ca/design-thinking-methodology/


Design Thinking









Design t hinking mindset s



PROJECT RE:FORM.
HUMAN-CENTERED DESIGN.
CASE STUDY.

Civil la Design
A design studio dedicated to changework



Project Overview 
● Millions of Americans across the country have trouble accessing government 

services, leading to benefits allocated going unclaimed

● Applicants have trouble navigating the complex system

● Michigan Department of Health and Human Services (MDHHS) 
○ Healthcare, food, income, child care and emergency relief services.

● Applicants had to fill an application form that was 64 page s long , 1000+ 
quest ions, complex and  invasive.

● Bigge st hurd le  to re ce iving  the  s ta te ’s  critica l se rvice s.



Stakeholders
- Applicants
- Government Agency 

Employees (i.e. Case workers)
- MDHHS Leadership

Design Challenge
1. Get Buy-in from MDHHS 

Leadership

2. Redesign the application form



Solutions – Stake holde r Buy-in



Solutions – Re de sign Application

Reduce the burden on the 
Michigan public benefit system 
and improve outcomes for 
millions of residents.



What do we do next?
● This is the beginning of a conversation and continued learning
● How you can incorporate design thinking into your work and your local 

context?

“How m ight you, in your role , incorporate  a  De sign Thinking  approach to 
how you or your organization use s data  to m ake  de cisions?”

“How m ight you, in your role , incorporate  a  De sign Thinking  approach to 
how you or your com m unity te sts  ide as and  m ake s syste m  change s to 
furthe r your e fforts  to e nd  hom e le ssne ss?”



Thank you!
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