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People are a nuisance aren’t they? They 

come in all shapes and sizes, some young, 

some old and some in-between, some have 

disabilities, some are in a hurry, whilst others just 

want to meander. Worse still, each person thinks 

and behaves differently due to a combination of 

psychology, culture and experience; that’s what 

makes people individuals. Consequently, the way 

they interact with, and experience, products, 

spaces and services varies enormously. The 

likelihood is that any interaction is not a singular 

experience either; it is a journey with different 

start and end points. So the design process must 

embrace a deep understanding of people and 

the wider context of their interactions. Designers 

must build robust strategies based on stepping out 

of their own shoes, and experiencing the world 

through the ears, eyes, noses and skin of others. 

Designers should apply measurable science to 

the complex process of understanding people, 

their behaviour, their motivations and thought 

processes. This suggests the best design teams 

include not only creatives, but also psychologists, 

human factors experts, ergonomists and 

researchers who bring rigour and an academic 

base. This is even more true now that we rarely 

just talk about ‘great design’ in isolation but as 

part of people’s wider experience. We appreciate 

that whether it is product design, wayfinding, UI 

or workspace design we must understand the 

context and the experience it delivers.

That is why starting ‘inside-out’ and grasping 

the motivations, thought-processes, emotional 

needs and behaviours of the users first will 

improve the outcome and provide a better 

experience for all. Research has been a keystone 

of design for many years, but putting people at 

the heart of experience creation means going 

way beyond traditional focus groups and other 

standard market research techniques. The 

understanding phase may include elements such 

as user observation & ethnographic studies, 

contextual interviews, complaints analysis, task 

analysis, user profiling, risk analysis, heuristic 

review, service safaris, business model canvases, 

cultural probes and storyboarding.

Research of this type enables a clear and better 

understanding of the needs of the individual and 

the type of experience people need or expect. 

Better user understanding can quickly lead to 

quantifiable improvements giving greater safety 

and improved profitability. It provides an objective 

(and measurable) analysis which puts aside 

intuition and guesswork, and enables designers to 

make better design decisions.

For example, modern offices are usually 

open plan, and this is an environment that 

best suits extraverts. Yet, studies show that half 

the workforce is likely to be introvert. So in 

developing the design for a new office, research 

that achieves an understanding of both introverts 

and extraverts should be undertaken, ensuring 

the needs of everyone can be equally achieved. 

Design based on this approach impacts positively 

on staff wellbeing and will produce environments 

that give companies a more productive, engaged 

and motivated workforce. 

For users of medical devices – syringes, etc - 

understanding the user is not just about a better 

experience, it is also about improving their safety 

and ensuring that medications are taken when and 

how they should be. The value of the human-

focused approach is an inside-out view and 

seeing a broader “system” which includes sales 

information, instructions, context of use, and the 

role of other people like healthcare professionals.

This approach is also very pertinent where 

people might want different experiences. When 

they arrive at a rail station, some people are 

in a hurry and need to get to their platform 

quickly, others may have more leisure time and 

want to head to the retail outlets; at a museum 

some people will choose to wander around, 

whereas others will want to see some specific 

exhibits, or visit the café first. A people-first 

approach to wayfinding means a design solution 

can be created that caters to the different ways 

people want to use and experience a place. 

For travellers, the human-centred approach 

is not just about creating well-designed train 

carriages or easy to use ticket machines, but 

understanding the end-to-end experience 

including interconnections, or how different 

touchpoints and channels work together. 

Ultimately, using rigorous scientific 

methodology to understand people creates 

a better end-result which gives a better 

experience. The challenge is to know what 

experience is the right one, and appreciate 

that everyone reacts in a slightly different way 

to an environment or an interaction because 

they are individuals. The human-centred 

approach allows design solutions to be created 

within that context. 

Designers should rightly challenge briefs, but 

must work within the context of the client’s 

commercial reality. Human-centred design 

ensures the design team deliver both for the 

client and the user. Understanding human 

behaviour informs the design process allowing 

the team to define a user-experience that 

promotes the positive response the client wants 

to achieve.

Looking at CCD’s clients and their projects 

since the agency was established forty years ago, 

it is clear there is a growing understanding of the 

benefits of putting people at the heart of design. 

Using an integrated team of scientists alongside 

creatives gives the opportunity for imaginative 

solutions that deliver results that are more 

inspiring and effective.

www.designbyccd.com

Opposite page, left | Wayfinding for Canal and River Trust

Opposite page, right | Offices, visitor centre and control room complex

Far left | Wayfinding research for the V&A

Left | Human Factors research for medical devices

CCD – putting the user at the 

centre of the design process

Leading human behaviour and design agency CCD has always put users at the heart of its work
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A
s one of the UK’s largest product design 

consultancies DCA leads the way in 

exceptional work for international clients 

across the consumer, medical and scientific, 

commercial and industrial, and transport sectors. 

The Warwick-based company has won pretty 

much every award worth winning in the design 

world and consistently places in the top ten of UK 

creative business rankings.

One of the few challenges of this success 

is that, given the sector-defining nature of the 

consultancy’s work, many projects are long 

in duration and are bound by confidentiality 

agreements until launch. 

What DCA can shout about, however, is the in-

house concept studies the consultancy’s staff are 

exploring. Take Optic for instance. This innovative 

cycling helmet, developed by DCA in 2016 won a 

prestigious Red Dot Best of the Best Award. Optic 

gives cyclists the visual information to make safer 

decisions on the road by integrating front and rear 

cameras with 360-degree proximity and collision 

detection. The visor doubles as a heads-up display 

where Optic live-streams the rear camera and 

highlights potential risks. This allows the user to 

focus on the road ahead with full awareness of 

their surroundings. The visor display can also 

show navigation and journey statistic interfaces, 

putting information directly in front of the  

cyclists without them having to take their eyes off 

the road.

DCA director Nick Mival explains that such 

in-house concept studies help the consultancy to 

express its innovation capabilities while allowing its 

designers a further creative outlet to inspire new 

categories. “Whilst a lot of our time is locked into 

quite long-term projects for different clients, we 

let our designers flex their muscles a little bit in 

areas in which we are not working by taking an 

insight and wrapping a nice concept around it,” 

he says. “With Optic we have had a huge amount 

of interest – I can’t tell you how many phone 

calls from people hoping to buy the product or 

develop the concept.”

A further in-house project – Nest – also took 

home an award at this year’s Red Dots. The Nest 

airport bed allows transit travelers to rest in the 

comfort that their belongings are safe and secure 

beneath them. Like several of DCA’s internal 

projects this idea was informed by personal 

experience – designers recognised the difficulty 

of resting and keeping ones possessions secure 

in environments like departure lounges and, in 

response, decided to develop Nest.

Other award winning product launches 

for clients in the year included the Scholl Pedi 

Perfect Wet and Dry foot file (Red Dot: Product 

Design) – a cordless, rechargeable solution to 

deliver professional style pedicure results anytime, 

anywhere. Completely waterproof it features a 

specifically designed roller heard for wet and dry 

use so can be used in the bath or the shower. 

Meanwhile, DCA’s work with home fragrance 

brand Air Wick won an iF product design award. 

The consultancy addressed both the device and 

its structural packaging. The scented oil warmer’s 

compact design uses subtle surfaces to visually 

integrate the glass refill into a familiar vase like 

form. The shape is an expression of fragrance 

emanation, a distinctive feature of the Air Wick 

brand language.

Aside from product development, 2016 was 

also an award-winning year for DCA designers 

in the field of design research and usability. DCA 

senior skill leader Dan Jenkins alongside medical 

sector managers Malcolm Boyd and Chris 

Langley received the award for best paper at the 

Chartered Institute of Ergonomics and Human 

Factors annual conference. The paper explores 

how implementing a ‘decision ladder’ can help 

stakeholders to make better design decisions. 

The paper used a historic case study of the 

Therac-25 radiotherapy machine to illustrate the 

utility of the approach.

Co-author Dan Jenkins explains that the 

method considers all aspects of a system – asking 

where mistakes might be made and thus what 

improvements might be introduced. “Essentially 

this is a highly structured way of understanding 

what information is required, where, where it 

should be displayed, when, to whom, and in 

what format,” he says. “Take a medical device for 

example, does a user need information when 

they are unpacking the device, when they are 

preparing it, or when they are delivering the 

medication? Where should the information be 

displayed on the device? Who is using the device: 

a patient, a carer, or a healthcare professional? 

The goal is to ensure the user has the right 

information in the right place in the right format 

for their needs whilst minimizing superfluous 

information given at any point.”

Looking towards the year ahead, Mival suggests 

that virtual reality (VR) will emerge as a crucial 

tool in the industrial designer’s methodology. 

“We have been developing the ability to design 

and assess designs in VR – it’s a big push for us,” 

he says. “Imagine you are designing a transport 

interior, rather than making multiple mock ups 

you can put on a headset and can rapidly change 

formats, colour material and finish in front of the 

client’s eyes in a VR environment. There is also 

the possibility of using VR in a more abstract way 

such as ‘walking inside’ a very small product to 

discuss engineering issues at micro scale.”

Furthermore, Mival believes that DCA will 

continue to work more extensively in the world 

of connected products. “It is rare to be involved 

in product design projects these days without a 

digital aspect,” he reflects. “We are working with 

both digital brands who are getting physical, and 

traditional physical product clients who are looking 

to connect their products and help develop new 

ecosystems and services through an open and 

continuous flow of data.”

www.dca-design.com

Opposite page, left | Optic concept study

Below, left | Airwick scented oil diffuser

Below, right | Scholl Pedi Perfect Wet and Dry

Future thoughts
In addition to its diverse client work, DCA has created award winning concept studies to 

provoke thought in new categories

We need copy of around 700-750 words 
(to include a headline and 10-15 word 

standfirst) plus 4-5 high-res images and 
captions, a high-res logo and your url. S


