Discover Mindset

Seek to Understand

WHY UNDERSTANDING COMES FIRST

In Human-Centered Design (HCD), jumping to solutions without fully understanding the
problem can lead to misaligned or ineffective outcomes. “Seek first to understand” is a
mindset that prioritizes curiosity, active listening, and humility. It means we take time to
deeply explore people’s lived experiences before defining the problem or offering ideas.

WHAT IT MEANS TO SEEKTO UNDERSTAND

* Be Curious, Not Certain: Approach every conversation with a learner’s mindset, not as an
expert with answers.

« Listen to Learn: Focus on listening without interrupting, defending, or problem solving.

* Ask Open-Ended Questions: Use “how” and “why” questions to dig deeper into people’s
experiences and needs.

* Respect Different Realities: Recognize that people experience systems differently based
on their identity, background, or barriers they face.

BENEFITS OF SEEKING UNDERSTANDING

* Reveals root causes, not just symptoms

* Builds stronger, more respectful relationships with communities
* Helps avoid unintentional harm or bias in solutions

* Creates space for co-creation and shared problem-solving.

HOW TO PRACTICE THIS MINDSET
+ Start with Discovery, Not Assumptions
Use interviews, shadowing, and observations to explore real-world experiences before
defining problems.
* Slow Down Decision-Making
Allow time for reflection and deeper inquiry before jumping into solution mode.
* Elevate Community Voices
Let those closest to the challenge help shape how it’s understood and addressed.

IN SUMMARY
Seek first to understand” is about honoring the complexity of people’s lives before designing

anything. It ensures that solutions are grounded in truth, shaped by those most affected, and
better aligned with real needs.
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