Design4Dev
participatory design for human-centred outcomes
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WHY WE EXIST

We devise methods that transform
systems for meaningful social change.
Syinc is a strategic design consultancy that is also an innovation lab.
We were created from an urge to answer this question: How can we
find better and smarter ways for communities & end-users to shape
policies, programmes, & products intended to serve them, and on their
own terms?
This is why Syinc co-creates with our end users, thinks on a systems
level, and develops methods that create change precisely that way.
We help our clients get to the root of complex problems, understand
the wider context that surrounds them, and develop solutions that
speak to real needs of real people - beneficiaries, neighbours, citizens.
We serve clients with a stake in the public interest - government
agencies, nonprofits, education institutions.
We blend the disciplines of design, anthropology and
management consulting to create development solutions that
are human-centred, stakeholder-owned, and sustained in impact.

HOW YOU CAN USE US

1. Project Re/Design
Designing (or re-designing) a project plan
at early concept stage to ensure not only
that there are participatory processes
included in the project plan, but that the
project takes on a participatory mindset
to the entire development objectives of the
project. The method is guided by principle,
but its application is driven by outcome.

2. Strategic Sounding Board
High-level discussions to assist senior
management in understanding the
applications, potential, and possible
implications of the use of human-centred
design & innovation frameworks for WB/
ADB -funded development work (or that
financed by other development funders).

1 - 2 weeks

2k - 7.5k USD

1 - 3 hours

1k - 2k USD

HOW YOU CAN USE US

3. Field Consultants
Working alongside your project team, thus
also taking advantage of in-project learning
in human-centred design research. Human
insights gained from stakeholders on the
ground are translated into prototypes for
testing in contained risk, with real users. The
depth of context informs robust framing of
the problem - in ways that surveys and
quantitative research can’t.

6 weeks - > 12 months

32k - 125k USD

4. Capacity Building
Training local stakeholders in participatory
development methods. This involves
training for self-suﬃciency in system
implementation and operational
maintenance, among beneficiaries and
other local stakeholders as appropriate.
May also be conducted as “guided
consulting”, using a real problem faced by
the client team, including prototyping on
actual solutions for actual problem.

1 - 3 days

3.2k - 7.8k USD

6-8 sessions

32k - 42k USD

What We Do
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WHAT WE DO: Design Consulting

Syinconsult
CDD, but better.

Syinc works to discover social solutions in a

human-centred and fiercely participatory way. We
work in the field, taking context and cultural factors
into solution development. We deliberately codesign with clients, and with beneficiaries.
The insights obtained from stakeholders in the field
feed directly into the concepts developed, resulting
in recommendations that are deeply contextspecific and local.
Human-Centred

Our approach to consulting is based on the same
principles of human-centred design we teach, and we
work with clients to enable CDD to be truly
community driven. They are guided to create projects
that create systems-level change, and embedded in
human-factors for sustained impact. The approach
starts with deep psycho-social inquiry of the
beneficiary/end user/customer.

Outcome-Oriented

We take full advantage of the creative process & lens of
the design field - then marry it with the operational and
systems discipline required for outcomes desired in
social development. Our team capability comprises
designers in human-centred methods, as well as
business planning and management consulting. This
leads to recommendations demonstrating deep
knowledge in systems and process change which
reflect, and leverage, human factors.

WHAT WE DO: Capacity Building
Spark Plug is a service oﬀering which complements international
development work and supports local stakeholders’ abilities to sustain
outcomes long after project completion. Spark Plug is premised on a
start-to-finish social impact cycle: guiding clients through the process of
organically uncovering powerful insights, and sustaining post-project
impact. This includes problem definition, developing an eﬀective theory of
change, prototyping in the field, and developing design principles that
may be applied to derive adaptive solutions - should conditions
on the ground evolve.

Spark Plug

capacity building for human-centred design

We Build Capacity
Skills training in systems thinking and human-centred
design for robust social development outcomes. This is
essential for effective project results, and subsequently,
sustained impact in the field embedding local stakeholders.
Tools include design thinking, root cause analysis, strategy
planing.

We Change Perspectives
Besides the hard frameworks and analysis models, we
also challenge clients by broadening their perspective.
Specifically, we guide them in discovering the value of
something as immeasurable as empathy, and the
power of its application in social development work.
This is the first breakthrough for all other beneficiarycentred programme design to follow.

And Connect To The Real World
We enable our clients to use these skills +
attributes and apply them in context of the
realities in the field - in ways that are
authentic and grounded.

TRAINING MODALITIES

Our Diﬀerent Modes of Training
Training the trainer. Engaged by the International

Association for Volunteer Eﬀort (IAVE), hosted by the National
Volunteer & Philanthropy Centre (NVPC) in Singapore at an
industry conference, to co-run a workshop on strategy and
design thinking (DT). Participants were educators and youth
oﬃcers from Singapore, Australia, Malaysia, and other
countries. Jan 2010.

Training the curriculum designer. Engaged by

the Lien Centre for Social Innovation to deliver training on
DT methodology for programme/curriculum design for mid senior management who develop programmes within their
organisations. Aug 2011.
IAVE 2010

Training the policy oﬃcer. Engaged at the

National Youth Sector Conference (NYSC) to deliver DT
training for middle management of the Ministry of Social &
Family Development, as well as executives of various
nonprofits in Singapore. This was part of professional
development to enable these oﬃcers to better understand
the human impacts of social policy from the perspective of
the citizen, end user, beneficiary. May 2012.

Training the to-be social entrepreneur.

NYSC 2012

Engaged by Rotary Singapore to design and deliver a social
entrepreneurship + design thinking training programme for
prospective applicants to RYSEC, Singapore’s first social
business plan competition (co-created by Rotary and Syinc).
2009-2011 annually.

Participatory Design:

Our Framework
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OUR FRAMEWORK

desired	

  
solutions
desirability
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Our approach is a blend of Root Cause Analysis and IDEO’s Human-Centred Design.
We begin by first understanding the complexity

Then, having situated the problem, we apply

and macro factors surrounding the issue at hand.

human-centred design to uncover human

Through root cause analysis, we break down
the issue/s, which are often complex, to identify

factors insights. We then further apply the lenses
of technical feasibility and business viability,

the root cause of the problem we are dealing

respectively, for a robust solution. It is also time-

with. Some of these layers include: economic,

bound: The desired solution is one achieved

political, social.

within an appropriate schedule.

The outcome is a solution that is based on the root cause of a problem, a macro-level
understanding of what surrounds it, and one that speaks to real needs of real people.
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OUR PROCESS

With our design framework above as a premise, we follow a process that includes:
Developing empathy for our end user; defining the design challenge for the project; ideating and
developing concepts that speak to the challenge; prototyping the ideas & testing them for robustness.
Important to note - this is not a linear process, & project may revisit past phases in the course of design.
Eg. If a prototype reveals a false assumption that reveals the design challenge is wrong, then project goes
back to that stage.

EMPATHY

iterate

synthesize

DEFINE

TEST

stoke
show

PROTOTYPE

IDEATE

select
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How Is HCD Participatory?
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Designing meaningful and better solutions
that serve your constituents begins with
understanding their needs, hopes and
aspirations for the future.
HCD methods enable the design team to
develop deep empathy for people they are
designing for, to question assumptions, and
to inspire new solutions.

Designers become the
participants: they
develop an ability to
understand from their
worldview.

Features and Application
of Human-Centred
Design Methods
1) Research is then driven by desire to connect
and create change, framed in human terms
(as opposed to increasing numbers reached,
units of product delivered, etc)
2) Set of participatory tools are used not to
collect quantitative data, but to fill in a
picture with deep context made possible by
empathy of human-centred methods.
3) Because of this deep genuine understanding,
designers ideally assume the position of
“honourary peers” (in contrast to a hero/
saviour complex)
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What HCD Can/Not Do
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What will HCD research methods do?
Because HCD methods can unveil deeply-held needs,
desires, and aspirations, it is particularly useful in earlystage research to test assumptions about the world (or a
culture). It is also useful for instances where researchers
may not already know all dimensions of beliefs, values, or
ideas of the participants.

HCD methods can help uncover
people’s social, political, economic,
and cultural barriers - and
opportunities - in their own words.
HCD research brings robustness in analysing and mapping
the relational (or sometimes, power) dynamics between
people, places, objects, and institutions.
In addition, HCD research is powerful for identifying
relevant questions and relationships for further
investigation. This is through the ability of HCD research
to study the extreme ends of a particular context/set of
phenomena in depth, thereby illuminating what is relevant
on the map of relations and linkages. These can then be
investigated further through qualitative methods, or
further refined for quantitative testing.

What will HCD research methods
NOT do?
HCD methods will not “aggregate” or determine
“average” behaviors/attitudes, or answer questions
such as: “Are people in X region more likely to
behave like this than in Y region?” This is because
qualitative methods do not cover a sample large
enough to be statistically significant.

Deep understanding, not broad
statistical market coverage, is the
strength of HCD research.
In later phases of the design process, quantitative
research becomes a good complement to
understand, for example, the potential adoption of
a new solution or to understand how the effect of
solutions may vary from region to region.
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For Example
Some Previous Work
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TRAINING
TRACK RECORD

Singapore Polytechnic 2010

Singapore Polytechnic
SP had interest in developing its students' capabilities in Design Thinking beyond the classroom; they wanted their
students to be able to apply DT for social innovation. SP engaged Syinc to develop a pilot capacity building programme to
equip their students for better idea generation of concepts, as well as execution, for social impact projects.
Objective: Enable students to generate their own unique ideas about community needs, and to develop DT skills to plan
and execute their own projects. The pilot group of students were from the high-performing SP Outstanding Talent
programme.
What we did: Syinc designed a 2-week programme which included lecture content and put students directly through the
DT process under the supervision of our consultants: field user research, synthesis, brainstorming, prototyping. At the end,
students developed concepts which were submitted to GoMAD (Go Make A Diﬀerence), a SP competition for community
action.
Outcome: This pilot was subsequently scaled to become the institution-wide Go Inspire programme. There have also
been news articles about SP students who have gone on to execute community projects.

TRACK RECORD
TRAINING

National Youth Council
NYC engaged Syinc as speaker and trainer in Design
Thinking for its 2012 annual National Youth Sector
Conference.
What we did: We co-designed and co-delivered a
Spark Plug introductory DT training programme for
staﬀ of the Ministry of Community Development
Youth & Sports (MCYS) and senior management
non-profit executives at an industry conference for
social sector organisations. This included basic
concepts of DT, as well as case studies specific to
the context of social issues and social sector work.
Objective: Enable staﬀ to use the DT process to
design programmes creatively back in their
organisations.
Outcome: NYC has engaged Syinc further to design
& execute a custom 1-year DT programme for
selected social sector organisations, spanning 2013.
This engagement includes a combination of
capacity building and consultancy work to build
their capability for strategic programme design. This
is to be a national-level pilot starting 2013.

National Youth Sector Conference, Singapore 2012

CONSULTING

Sanitation in Cambodia [PDF report]
A preliminary study for a sanitation project in Kampong Chhnang, rural Cambodia. The client was a subsidiary of the
World Toilet Organisation.
Objective: To review/re-imagine the business model and marketing strategy of Sanishop, a local sanitation business,
so as to better achieve SaniShop's goal of increased access to, and household adoption of, sanitation in the rural
context.
What we did: Syinc designed and implemented an ethnographic framework to understand the user, the typical
villager in Kampong Chhnang (rural Cambodia). The research uncovered a number of surprising insights about the
values, motivations, habits and attitudes of the villagers. These insights were then used to develop
recommendations for a business and marketing strategy that would increase uptake of sanitation facilities.
Unexpected insight: Villagers’ deep respect for the teaching and medical professions (more so than finance, law,
entrepreneurship, etc).
Recommendation: To incorporate teachers and doctors into the distribution model for toilet units supply chain.

RURAL

Kampong Chhnang, Cambodia 2011

URBAN

CONSULTING

Foreign Domestic Workers in Singapore 2012

Foreign Workers in Singapore [PDF report]
Design consulting project on “maids” or foreign domestic workers (FDWs) - and their work context - in Singapore. The
client was the Humanitarian Organisation for Migration Economics (HOME), a prominent FDW advocacy NGO.
Objective: To uncover business and/or education opportunities for a product or service that could advance the welfare
of FDWs.
What we did: We developed and executed a research approach, which included small-group and one-to-one
interviews, observations in the field, multi-stakeholder engagement with government/NGO/employer/FDW
perspectives, and undercover investigation at FDW agencies.
A number of deep insights were uncovered on both a human/motivational as well as at the systems/industry level.
Based on these, 113 ideas were generated, from which 10-20 concepts were developed, and 4 were presented to client.
HOME expressed interest to pursue one of the concepts in 2013.
Unexpected insight: The fact that FDWs live with their employer is what undermines the boundaries between the
personal and the professional. This impacts the level of respect they receive, and are treated with.
Recommendation: Domestic work reframed as a professional service provision, where employees have separate
accommodation, and undergo ongoing industry-equivalent professional service training. (inter alia.)

GUIDING PRINCIPLES

Context is Everything.

An Experimental Attitude

Participation for meeting international
development best practices is great - but
really, it is a means to a needed end: gaining
context. One community, one region is
diﬀerent to the next; understanding the
diﬀerences in context and a community’s
civic capacity is critical and informs the entire
project design, with end-users’ perspective
from the get-go.

Creativity - and better impact - come about
through a process which is generative. For that,
the research must not fear failure, but embrace
it. We have found that experimenting and (the
learning from) failure in early research and
testing, in fact, lead to the most robust
solutions. (And you pay for the lessons from
the prototype/pilot, not those of the multiyear-multi-country.) Flexible plans help.

Empathy is a Dev Imperative

It is Organic

In order to gain the above-mentioned
context, the process necessarily starts with
building empathy. This is built from the
experience of being and interacting within
the community. HCD methods, by virtue of
being human-centred, lead our research to
uncover opportunities based on real user/
beneficiary insights and needs.

The value of participation comes from those
who are intrinsically motivated to be there, not
people brought in bureaucratically to meet
numbers. Human and social norms are
complex; this is the critical diﬀerence that gives
the research team honest perspectives, for the
ability to design an intervention that is rooted
in users’ realities.

WHAT PEOPLE SAY ...

"Design thinking is the next
strategic lever for social
enterprises, non-profits and
schools to design products and
services that truly speak to the
needs of the customers, rather
than just fulfill assumed needs. It
fills the missing middle between
intuition and rational logic, and
Syinc have done a fantastic job
of showing us how we can all
get there. I absolutely
recommend them to anyone
interested in getting their design
thinking feet wet."
Jared Tham, Lien Centre of Social Innovation

FEATURED PARTNERS

CONTACT

Bernise Ang
+65 9777 0119
bernise@syinc.org

Shaun Koh
+65 9819 8960
shaun@syinc.org
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