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Resources, Frameworks, and Perspectives

Existing participatory research approaches have failed 
to identify innovative methods that overcome the per-
sistent barriers to adolescent sexual and reproductive 
health service demand and access. Increasingly, pro-
grammers have turned to human-centered design (HCD), 
a problem-solving process that centers the needs, per-
spectives, and experiences of people, when developing 
solutions to complex SRH challenges. This article 
describes the application of a youth-engaged version of 
HCD as part of Adolescents 360, a transdisciplinary ini-
tiative to increase 15- to 19-year-old girls’ use of modern 
contraception in Nigeria, Ethiopia, and Tanzania. 
Youth-adult design teams (including 111 “youth design-
ers” trained in HCD methods) undertook formative 
research to inform the design and implementation of 
interventions. We reflect on the practical implications 
of using instrumental strategies of HCD with a youth-led 
participatory approach. Our experience indicates that 
(1) engaging youth as project partners in transdiscipli-
nary teams requires planned and dedicated financial 
and human resources; (2) involving youth as action 
researchers can help identify opportunities to improve 
program empathy and responsiveness; (3) it is difficult 
to recruit “extreme users” as project partners because of 
the high competencies needed in HCD; (4) centering 
empathy and employing design standards during proto-

typing can drive decision-making and resolve questions 
raised by conflicting evidence claims in existing bodies 
of literature; and (5) testing tangible services and prod-
ucts in real-world settings continues long after the inter-
vention design phase. Youth-adult partnership should 
continue throughout this iterative and adaptive phase 
to ensure that the adolescent experience of the interven-
tion remains at the core of intervention delivery.
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