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Agenda 

§ Scenario – Hurricane Harvey recovery 

§ Design thinking overview 
§ Application to complex problems 

§ Exercise 
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Texas Children’s + Social Needs 

§ Funding to address social needs 

§ Humility in new space 

§ Problem-finding expedition (before 
problem-solving) 

§ Systems & design thinking 

§ 25+ interviews of individuals at family, 
organization, and system level 



Learn More 

§ Webinar - "Design Thinking for The Social 
Sector” 

§ https://ssir.org/webinars/entry/
design_thinking_for_social_sector 

§ Article - “Human-Centered, Systems-
Minded Design” 

§ https://ssir.org/articles/entry/
human_centered_systems_minded_design# 

 



In a complicated context, at least one 
right answer exists. In a complex 
context, however, right answers can’t be 
ferreted out. It's like the difference 
between, say, a Ferrari and the 
Brazilian rainforest. Ferraris are 
complicated machines, but an expert 
mechanic can take one apart and 
reassemble it without changing a thing. 
The car is static, and the whole is the 

sum of its parts. The rainforest, on the 
other hand, is in constant flux—a 
species becomes extinct, weather 
patterns change, an agricultural project 
reroutes a water source—and the 

whole is far more than the sum of its 
parts. 
 
- David Snowden & Mary Boone 
 

HBR “A Leader’s Framework for Decision Making” 

complex 

complicated 





Design Thinking 



RAPID 
PROTOTYPING 

EMPATHETIC 
ENGAGEMENT 

RADICAL 
COLLABORATION 

3 1 2 

The first and most 
critical element, 
empathy, prompts 
teams to focus on 
developing a deep and 
diverse understanding 
of the explicit and 
latent needs, 
experiences and 
values of a particular 
user group.  

Radical collaboration 
recognizes that no 
one discipline alone 
can systematically 
address complex 
health issues, 
precisely because 
health problems exist 
across and at the 
intersections of 
disciplines and 
sectors, not within 
them.  

Rather than fully 
deploying a few theory-
only ideas, testing many 
rough ideas in rapid 
iteration, or prototyping, 
aims to generate and 
test multiple alternative 
hypotheses, 
assumptions and 
divergent strategies 
before selecting the 
best available option(s) 
for refinement.  

Jess P. Roberts, Thomas R. Fisher, Matthew J. Trowbridge, Christine Bent, A design thinking framework for healthcare management and 
innovation, Healthcare, Volume 4, Issue 1, March 2016, Pages 11-14 h 



ADJUST YOUR SCALE 



Exercise: Elizabeth’s Story 



Elizabeth, 36 years old, lives with her 3 kids (11and 12 years old girls, 13 years old boy).  She used to work as 
an assistant apartment manager but was diagnosed with multiple sclerosis in 2016 and so at times has had to 
stop working.  She has recently worked temporary clerical jobs for Fort Bend County.  Her kids all attend a 
middle school in Pecan Grove (a well-resourced school district) and were all finally doing really well after 
several challenging years in the past.  They lived in an apartment complex nearby, though with a somewhat 
higher rent, primarily so her kids could stay at their school.  Her husband is in and out of the picture, works in 
construction, and is undocumented. 

During Harvey, they took a few things and went to stay with her parents to help them.  Due to a mandatory 
evacuation they could only return to their apartment after 1 week, and with 2 feet of flooding, all of their 
belongings were unfortunately damaged.  The apartment complex could not give a time frame for when their 
unit would be fixed, and since the moldy smell was aggravating her son’s asthma, she decided to move her 
family into one bedroom of her parents’ home.  However after a month, they were made to feel like a nuisance 
at her parents, and so she scrambled to find an alternative living arrangement.  A friend of hers working at an 
apartment complex told her of a move-in special (waived initial fees) there.  She elected this option even 
though it was an hour commute in the morning to her kids school and work, and also a bit of a high rent.  
However after a month, in late November, she was threatened with eviction but then was able to find another 
apartment complex closer to school/work and also more affordable ($850/month vs $1200/month).  With some 
assistance from someone involved in Harvey relief she was connected with legal assistance and then an 
agency that provided one-time rental assistance for her new deposit. 

Before Harvey Elizabeth felt like she was barely staying afloat but still able to.  However after Harvey, since 
she lost work days, she now finds herself in a constant state of “backpedaling” and being behind on bills (rent, 
electric/utility, car, etc).  FEMA approved her for $500 for “miscellaneous items” but denied her for housing 
assistance.  Since she’s back at work she doesn’t have time to stand in line for other resources and call or go 
to the places 211 suggested she try (especially when no one answers, times conflict, etc).  She also has never 
really had to ask others for help.  At times she felt like she hasn’t been heard, like she’s screaming in a room, 
and no one’s listening.  Times when someone has just listened to her has been helpful.  The immediate feeling 
of helplessness has been very hard.  She did sign up for disaster case management with a nonprofit in early 
November but was unable to get a hold of them for rental assistance despite calling weekly. She did finally 
hear from the nonprofit in early February at which point they helped with rental assistance one time. 

She hates seeing in her kids’ eyes that they again are constantly aware that they “don’t belong” at their well-off 
school and have to “fake it.”  Her greatest hope is that her kids get a good education and have a better life 
than she has been able to provide them, that one day it will be their reality to live in Fort Bend.  She wishes 
that she could be fully caught up on bills just for once so that she could get back on her feet and focus on 
moving forward.  

Elizabeth’s Story 



Exercise: Current State 

§ Current experience 

§ Reflections? What stood out to you? 

§ Feeling 

§ What is she feeling?  Why? 

§ Insights 

§ Opportunities, pain points 

§ How might we…? 



Elizabeth’s Story 

§ Themes 
§ Importance of location/school to family 

§ Financial instability 

§ Difficulty accessing resources 

§ Feeling of hopelessness/abandonment + lack of support 

*Hopes and fears* 



Exercise: Future State 

§ Enter 
§ How do they find out about program/service? 
§ What are they feeling/fearing/wanting at that moment? 
§ What is their first interaction like? 
§ Who/where/when/how does that happen? 

§ Engage 
§ What is their experience as part of the program/service? 
§ What are their highlights and challenges? 
§ How is the program/service delivered? 

§ Exit 
§ What is the moment they leave like? 
§ Who do they talk to, how do they feel?  
§ How can they support the reach of your work? 

https://ssir.org/articles/entry/using_human_centered_design_to_advance_civic_engagement_in_nonprofits 



Summary 

§ Post-disaster recovery requires complex 
systems thinking 

§ Design thinking can be a helpful problem 
solving framework to understand challenges 
and create “user-centered” solutions 



Apply Design Thinking to Your Own Work 

§ Talk to families + stakeholders outside of your 
institution, hear their full stories!  

§ Invest into “problem-finding” as well as 
“problem-solving” 

§ Embrace uncertainty, being comfortable being 
uncomfortable  

 
§ Make ideas tangible and get feedback from 
others 



Questions? 

suratha.elango@bcm.edu 


