
WHAT IT MEANS
 ̿ Develop context-appropriate 

solutions informed by user needs. 

 ̿ Include all user groups in 
planning, development, 
implementation, and assessment. 

 ̿ Develop projects in an incremental 
and iterative manner. 
 

 ̿ Design solutions that learn from 
and enhance existing workflows, 
and plan for organizational 
adaptation. 

 ̿ Ensure solutions are sensitive 
to, and useful for, the most 
marginalized populations: women, 
children, those with disabilities, 
and those affected by conflict and 
disaster. 

Too often in the field of  international development technology 
tools are created, or tech-enabled projects are designed, without 
sufficient input from the stakeholders whose engagement 
and ownership are critical to long-term success. Principle #1: 
Design with the User provides recommendations to avoid this 
common pitfall.
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As the international development 
community matures in its use of 
information and communications 
technologies, many hard lessons 
have been learned. The Principles 
for Digital Development are  

“living” guidelines, designed to be 
updated and refined over time, 
which can help international 
development practitioners 
integrate established best 
practices into technology-enabled 
programs. This document is one of 
a series taking a closer look at each 
Principle. For more information 
visit digitalprinciples.org.

ABOUT THE 
PRINCIPLES

Access to information is critical for 
subsistence farmers in rural India, 
yet many live beyond the reach of  
the Internet and are either illiterate 
or otherwise not comfortable 
with text messaging. To reach 
these farmers, Indian social media 
start-up Awaaz.De designed a radio 
call-in program leveraging regularly 
used voice-based communications 
channels. 

To gather the information needed to 
design a solution that met farmers’ 
needs, Awaaz.De team members spent 

time talking to farmers in Gujarat to 
understand their farming practices, 
and to better understand farmers’ 
motivations, openness to new ideas, 
and willingness to change. This led 
them to identify and design for “lead 
users,” or early adopters whose use 
of  the solution would help socialize it 
among the wider community.

Based on its analysis, Awaaz.De 
determined that farmers would 
benefit from a system that enabled 
browsing, searching, and filtering 
of  all questions that were being 

posed to the call-in program hosts, 
not just those that made it on air.  
The resulting product was a digital, 
voice-based content publishing 
platform that supports peer-to-
peer knowledge exchange, enabling 
information exchange beyond the 
times of  the call-in radio program. 

A subsequent evaluation showed that 
farmers found being able to learn 
from the questions and experiences of  
others to be the biggest benefit of  the 
program. For more information visit 
http://goo.gl/FCEB59.

CASE STUDY

http://www.digitaldevelopmentprinciples.org


COMMUNITY INSIGHTS
 ̿ Make products and solutions 

intuitive to the end user by 
applying concepts of  “design 
thinking,” which employs a user-
centered and prototype-driven 
process.

 ̿ Be “user-centered” by keeping 
user needs, environment, and 
preferences at the center of  project 
and product design. 

 ̿ Increase the local relevance, utility, 
and sustainability of  products 
and services by encouraging early, 
direct, and sustained collaboration 
with the target user community.

 ̿ Be “prototype-driven” by 
testing frequently with the user 
community, ideally starting with 
a “minimum viable product,” or a 
rough idea in unfinished form, that 
can gather feedback well before 
products are put into a formal 
design process.

 ̿ Be willing to embrace failure to 
learn what works, recognizing that 
failure is an important part of  the 
learning process.

 ̿ Sketching out visual 
representations of  complex 
systems can be an effective means 
of  conveying unfinished concepts, 
particularly when collaborating 
with low literacy user communities. 

 ̿ Use “rapid prototyping” to refine 
rough ideas, test underlying 
assumptions, and draw principles 
of  monitoring & evaluation into the 
earliest stages of  design.

 ̿ Use “participatory design” to 
engage all stakeholders involved 
in eventual products, services, and 
business processes to ensure they 
are responsive and appropriate for 
user preferences, environments, 
and behaviors. 

 ̿ Create individual “user personas” 
that represent the needs and 
desires of  major stakeholder 
groups to facilitate a clearer 
understanding of  the impact that 
potential design choices on user 
groups. 
 
 

 ̿ Try the use of  role-playing, 
particularly when direct 
engagement with users isn’t 
feasible, to reveal new insights 
and achieve mutual understanding 
in working with target users and 
communities.

 ̿ Create a direct loop between 
the feedback of  target end user 
communities and product ideation, 
prototyping, and development 
by letting users know how their 
feedback has been incorporated in 
project or product design.

 ̿  Design not just for where the user 
is now, but where the user will be in 
the future. 

 ̿ Design collaboratively with other 
providers, including by building 
on existing platforms, tools, and 
services whenever possible. 

 ̿ Consider describing your design 
methodology and iterative 
digital development approach in 
proposals as a way to secure funds 
for this work, and to illustrate how 
it can lead to the development of  
more sustainable solutions. 
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RESOURCES
 ̿ Design Research for Media 

Development: A Practitioner’s Guide  
Internews 
http://goo.gl/rIRZWv  

 ̿ Designing for the Science of Service 
Delivery 
Stanford Social Innovation Review 
http://goo.gl/cV42Bi 

 ̿ Design Kit   
IDEO 
http://goo.gl/QKZY3E  

 ̿ Harnessing Design for Media 
Development 
Internews 
http://goo.gl/y78ZxC 

 ̿ Building Human-Centered Design 
Into ICT4D Projects 
United Methodist Communications 
http://goo.gl/3uc60j 

 ̿ Design Sketch Cards  
Medic Mobile 
http://goo.gl/AmIkdk 


