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How to Read This Report
This report presents the findings and outcomes of a design research project focused on 
food pantry systems in Indianapolis. Each chapter walks through a phase of the research 
process—from stakeholder discovery to prototyping community-driven solutions. To 
support transparency and offer additional context, the Appendix is located at the end of 
the report, it contains key tools and artifacts used throughout the project.

Where relevant, individual chapters will reference corresponding items in the Appendix 
(e.g., Chapter II refers to Appendix A:  Code Map). These materials offer a deeper look at 
our methods, insights, and collaborative design process.
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I. Introduction
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This report presents the outcomes of a 
collaborative design research project 
addressing food insecurity, mobility 
challenges, and infrastructure gaps 
in Indianapolis. Using a community-
centered and participatory design 
approach, we worked alongside food 
pantry leaders and local residents to 
co-develop actionable solutions that 
enhance service delivery and mobilize 
community assets. Our audience:

Food Pantry Leaders: To inspire 
innovative approaches to collaboration, 
mobility, and service design. 

Policymakers: To inform policy 
decisions that support infrastructure 
improvements, public interest 
technology, and equitable food access.

This report aims to: 
•	 Articulate insights gathered through 

participatory design research with 
food pantry stakeholders. 

•	 Highlight opportunities for improving 
mobility, access, and service delivery 
within food pantry networks. 

•	 Provide policymakers and community 
organizations with practical 
frameworks and recommendations 
grounded in human-centered 
design.

PURPOSE

CONTEXT
Indianapolis faces persistent challenges 
related to food insecurity, limited 
mobility options, and fragmented 
community infrastructure. Many 
residents rely on local food pantries, yet 
barriers such as transportation, cultural 
needs, and systemic inefficiencies hinder 
equitable access to resources. These 
challenges are shaped by broader policy 
factors—including inconsistent funding, 
zoning regulations that restrict food 
access points, and limited support for 
transportation solutions tailored to low-
income communities. 

This project was conducted within the 
framework of Collaborative Action 
Research in Design (CARD), leveraging 
participatory methods to engage directly 
with community stakeholders. Drawing 
from Design for Public Thinking (Hong, 
2020), the research emphasizes co-
creation, empathy, and iterative problem-
solving in public interest contexts. 

Supported by the Toyota Mobility 
Foundation, the Public Interest Technology 
Initiative, and the Initiative for Electrified & 
Autonomous Mobility, this work explores 
how design can bridge gaps in service 
delivery—particularly through mobility 
innovations and community empowerment.

ROLES
This project was led by a multidisciplinary 
team of graduate design researchers from 
Herron School of Art and Design, working in 
close partnership with Community Weavers 
(CWs)—local food pantry leaders and staff 
who acted as co-researchers throughout the 
process. 

The collaborative nature of this research po-
sitioned CWs not just as participants but as 
critical voices in shaping insights, generating 
ideas, and validating solutions grounded in 
real community needs. 

Principal Investigator: Professor Youngbok 
Hong, an expert in visual communication 
design and public interest design, provided 
guidance on methodology, stakeholder 
engagement, and the application of Design 
for Public Thinking principles.

Design Researchers: Graduate students 
specializing in human-centered design 
methods, responsible for facilitating work-
shops, conducting interviews, synthesizing 
data, and developing prototypes. 

Community Weavers: Local pantry leaders 
and community advocates who contributed 
lived experience, contextual knowledge, 
and ongoing feedback to ensure solutions 
were practical, empathetic, and sustainable. 
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INTRODUCTION TO THE CARD FRAMEWORK
The structure of this project followed the Collaborative Action Research in Design (CARD) 
framework, a cyclical and flexible design process tailored to address complex social 
challenges. The CARD framework emphasizes continuous engagement with stakeholders 
through iterative phases:

Throughout this process, the integration of Public Interest Technology and mobility-focused 
initiatives (supported by the Toyota Mobility Foundation and the Initiative for Electrified 
& Autonomous Mobility) provided a lens to explore how technological innovation could 
complement human-centered, community-driven solutions. 



II. Understand

AIM
The first phase of our project focused 
on building a deep understanding of the 
challenges faced by both food pantry 
users and facilitators within Indianapolis. 
Recognizing that food insecurity is 
intertwined with issues of mobility, 
cultural sensitivity, systemic barriers, and 
community infrastructure, our goal was 
to uncover the lived experiences behind 
these complexities. 

By engaging directly with community 
partners, we sought to move beyond 
assumptions and statistics—identifying 
real stories, behaviors, and unmet needs 
that could reveal opportunities for 
meaningful intervention.

Actively seeking opportunities in fuzzy situations through understanding 
people’s behaviors, experiences, and desires in context. 
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METHODS, ACTIVITIES, & TOOLS

THEMES/
CONCEPTS

CATEGORY

SUB CATEGORY

CATEGORY

SUB CATEGORY

CODE
CODE
CODE
CODE

CODE
CODE
CODE
CODE

Stakeholder Interviews: We 
conducted in-depth interviews 
with leaders from six food pantries 
across Indianapolis, including 
Southeast Community Services, Old 
Bethel United Methodist Church, 
Ministries of Love, Indianapolis 
Muslim Community Association, 
Hope Christian Community Church, 
and the Alhuda Foundation. These 
conversations provided qualitative 
insights into both operational 
challenges and client experiences. 

Resource Mapping: We facilitated 
resource mapping exercises to 
visualize the network of services, 
organizations, and informal 
supports that clients rely on. These 
maps revealed critical gaps in
community infrastructure, as well as opportunities to better mobilize existing assets.

Code Map Development: Using thematic analysis, we translated interview data into 
code maps—visual frameworks that organized recurring themes, patterns, and key 
concepts. This process helped us distill complex narratives into actionable insights, 
highlighting areas such as transportation barriers, stigma, cultural needs, and community 
trust.

To explore this problem space, we applied human-centered design research methods, 
emphasizing empathy, collaboration, and sensemaking. Key activities included:

Code map structure.

Resource map guide.
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KEY INSIGHTS
This phase revealed that while 
food pantries are vital lifelines, they 
are often stretched beyond their 
intended scope—acting as hubs for 
social services without adequate 
infrastructure or support. The 
intersection of mobility challenges, 
cultural diversity, and systemic barriers 
underscored the need for solutions 
that are not only efficient but deeply 
empathetic and community-driven. 

These insights shaped how we framed 
the core opportunities in the next 
phase, Define, where we translated 
these complex challenges into focused 
problem statements.

Persona Development: In collaboration 
with Community Weavers, we co-
created detailed personas representing 
typical food pantry users. These 
personas humanized the data, reflecting 
diverse backgrounds, challenges, 
and aspirations—from single parents 
balancing childcare and employment to 
refugees navigating cultural adaptation 
and systemic barriers.

OUTPUTS
Code Maps (see Appendix A): Thematic 
analysis surfaced core categories such as:
•	 Empathy and Trust: The foundation of 

effective pantry services. 
•	 Cultural and Language Barriers: 

Persistent challenges in service 
accessibility. 

•	 Mobility and Transportation: A critical 
barrier limiting consistent access to 
resources. 

•	 Stigma and Mental Health: Social and 
emotional hurdles impacting service 
utilization. 

•	 Economic Fragility: Financial instability 
affecting both clients and pantry 
operations.

Personas (see Appendix B): We 
developed personas reflecting a wide 
spectrum of users, personas developed:

1.	 June
2.	 Maria
3.	 Chris
4.	 Joshua
5.	 Zayna
6.	 Christian

7. Omir
8. Elena
9. Margaret
10. James
11. Sophia

Resource Map: The resource maps 
highlighted both strong community ties 
and significant service gaps.

Persona narrative.

Resource map.

Persona guide.



III. Define
Formulating an insightful opportunity 
statement from key facts and defining the 
scope and direction of the problem-solving 
process.

AIM
Following a deep dive into community 
experiences and operational challenges, 
the Define phase focused on making sense 
of complexity. With a wealth of qualitative 
data—stories, themes, and patterns—it 
became essential to narrow our focus and 
articulate clear, actionable opportunity 
areas. 

The goal was to translate broad systemic 
challenges into targeted problem 
statements that could guide ideation. 
This required balancing the nuances of 
community needs with the practicalities of 
what could be addressed through design 
interventions.
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KEY INSIGHTS
The Define phase clarified that while food 
insecurity is the visible issue, underlying 
barriers such as mobility, communication 
gaps, and emotional well-being are equally 
critical. By framing opportunities around 
these interconnected challenges, we set 
the stage for solutions that address root 
causes—not just surface symptoms. 

These focused opportunity areas provided 
a strong foundation for the next phase, 
Ideate, where we engaged stakeholders in 
generating innovative, community-driven 
solutions.  

METHODS, ACTIVITIES, 
& TOOLS

OUTPUTS

Diverging and Converging “How Might 
We” (HMW) Questions: We began 
by generating a wide range of HMW 
questions based on insights from our code 
maps, personas, and resource mapping 
exercises. This divergent thinking allowed 
us to explore multiple angles—ranging 
from mobility solutions to reducing stigma 
and improving service accessibility. 

Upside-Down Triangle: To manage 
complexity, we applied the Upside-Down 
Triangle method—starting broad and 
progressively narrowing down to the most 
critical, high-impact opportunity areas. 
This helped us converge on themes where 
design interventions could realistically 
make a difference, considering community 
capacities and existing resources.

Collaborative Synthesis Sessions: 
Working alongside Community Weavers, 
we refined our HMW questions to ensure 
they resonated with real-world challenges. 
Their input was invaluable in validating 
which problems were most urgent and 
identifying areas where co-created 
solutions would be welcomed.

HMW Cards: Each finalized HMW 
statement was documented on HMW cards, 
which were later used as prompts during 
ideation workshops. These cards helped 
keep community-validated challenges front 
and center throughout the creative process. 

Refined HMW Statements: Through this 
process, we developed a focused set of 
How Might We statements that captured 
the essence of the challenges while 
opening space for creative solutions. 
Examples include: 
•	 How might we improve transportation 

access to ensure consistent and 
dignified food pantry visits? 

•	 How might we reduce language 
barriers to make pantry services more 
inclusive and navigable? 

•	 How might we design low-barrier 
entry points that foster trust and 
reduce stigma for first-time pantry 
users? 

•	 How might we support food pantries 
in becoming better connected hubs 
for holistic community services? 



Ideate
Actively exploring ideas for potential 
solutions through an iterative process. 

AIM
With clearly defined opportunity areas 
from the Define phase, we moved 
into Ideate—a phase centered on 
creativity, collaboration, and community 
engagement. The goal was to generate 
a wide range of ideas that could address 
the mobility, accessibility, and service 
challenges faced by food pantries and 
their users. 

Crucially, this was not just about 
brainstorming in isolation—it was about 
co-creating with stakeholders, ensuring 
that solutions were grounded in lived 
experiences and shaped by those 
directly impacted. 

IV.
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KEY INSIGHTS
The Ideate phase demonstrated the power 
of collaborative creativity—many of the 
most promising ideas emerged directly from 
stakeholder experiences and reflections. 
Participants emphasized solutions that were 
not only functional but also fostered dignity, 
trust, and long-term empowerment. 

These co-created ideas laid the groundwork 
for the Prototype phase, where abstract 
concepts began to take tangible form 
through community-informed design. 

METHODS, ACTIVITIES, 
& TOOLS

OUTPUTS

Workshop 1 - Indy Hunger Network 
Food Summit: As a core method of our 
participatory research, we facilitated a 
hands-on design workshop during the Indy 
Hunger Network Food Summit. This event 
served as both a research and ideation 
platform, bringing together food pantry 
leaders, community members, and design 
researchers to co-create practical solutions 
to mobility and food access challenges.

Objectives of the Workshop:
•	 Enage stakeholders in identifying 

practical, human-centered ideas.
•	 Use structured design tools to guide 

creative thinking around defined 
challenges.

•	 Prioritize ideas that balanced 
community needs with feasibility.

Participant Engagement: Participants 
engaged in persona-driven activities 
that encouraged them to step into the 
shoes of pantry users. This empathetic 
framing helped center ideation on lived 
experiences and community realities.

Activities and Tools Used During the 
Workshop:
•	 Personas: Used to ground the ideation 

in real user needs and contexts. 
•	 Client Challenges & Challenge Cards 

(see Appendix C): These provided clear 
prompts tied to the HMW statements, 
helping participants focus their 
creativity on key problem areas. 

•	 Challenge Map (see Appendix D): A 
visual tool to cluster related challenges 
and identify intersections where multi-
faceted solutions could emerge.

•	 I.E.B. Map (internal, external, and 
beyond) (see Appendix E): Supported 
teams in evaluating the viability of their 
ideas based on trade-offs.

•	 Decision Matrix (see Appendix F): 
Enabled collaborative selection of high-
value, feasible concepts.

Idea Code Map (see Appendix G) : Post-
workshop, we synthesized all generated 
ideas into an Idea Code Map—categorizing 
concepts into themes such as: 
•	 Mobility solutions (e.g., ride-share 

partnerships, mobile pantry services). 
•	 Communication tools (e.g., multilingual 

signage, digital resource hubs). 
•	 Trust-building initiatives (e.g., peer 

navigator programs, stigma-reduction 
campaigns). 

•	 Service integration (e.g., connecting 
pantries with healthcare, legal aid, and 
mental health services). 

This structured mapping allowed us 
to visualize the breadth of ideas while 
identifying those most aligned with 
community priorities and feasible for 
prototyping. 
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V. Prototype
Converting a few of the promising ideas into tangible forms 
that people can experience and interact with. 

AIM
The Prototype phase focused on 
transforming community-informed ideas 
into tangible, low-fidelity prototypes. 
These prototypes served as tools to 
visualize solutions, spark feedback, and 
explore how design could address key 
challenges like mobility, trust-building, 
and personalized client support in food 
pantry services. 

By co-creating with stakeholders during 
Workshop 2, we ensured that each 
prototype reflected lived experiences, 
cultural sensitivities, and practical 
realities faced by pantry users and 
facilitators.
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METHODS, ACTIVITIES, 
& TOOLS

OUTPUTS

Workshop 2 - Prototyping Collaborative 
Solutions: As a continuation of our 
participatory approach, we hosted a 
second hands-on workshop focused on 
prototyping early-stage concepts. This 
session built directly on insights from the 
first workshop, exploring solutions related 
to mobility access, empathetic service 
delivery, and ethical technology use in 
food pantry contexts.

Objectives of the Workshop:
•	 Develop tangible representations of 

service innovations.
•	 Test and refine ideas through 

collaborative prototyping.
•	 Prioritize concepts that balance 

empathy, feasibility, and systemic 
impact.

Key Themes Explored:
•	 Bridging the gap between client and 

staff experiences.
•	 Reducing isolation and stigma linked 

to food insecurity.
•	 Enhancing human-centered services 

through thoughtful tech integration.
•	 Fostering empathy through improved 

volunteer-client interactions.

Activities and Tools Used During the 
Workshop:
•	 Criteria Diagram (see Appendix H): 

Participants assessed concepts using a 
three-part lens—feasibility, viability, and 
desirability—to surface ideas that were 
both innovative and implementable.

•	 Storyboarding (see Appendix I): Teams 
used personas to illustrate current 
versus ideal client experiences, mapping 
pain points and opportunities for 
transformation.

•	 Value Proposition Development (see 
Appendix J): Groups articulated who 
their solutions were for and why they 
mattered, helping define purpose, 
benefits, and differentiators.

Prototypes Developed:

1. PantryGo – Community Ride-Share 
Solution: A conceptual self-driving service 
improving pantry access for underserved 
communities.

Highlights:
•	 Free/low-cost rides by ZIP code
•	 Onboard fresh produce and info on 

legal, health, and food services
•	 Multilingual and spiritual support 

materials
•	 Privacy-respecting data collection

2. Empathetic Exploratory Conversation 
Model (EECM): A volunteer-client dialogue 
model promoting empathy and relationship-
building.

Metaphoric Prototypes:
•	 Umbrella – Protection and support
•	 Mirror – Staff self-awareness
•	 Campfire – Warmth and safe dialogue

KEY INSIGHTS
The Prototype phase focused on 
transforming community-informed ideas 
into tangible, low-fidelity prototypes. These 
prototypes served as tools to visualize 
solutions, spark feedback, and explore how 
design could address key challenges like 
mobility, trust-building, and personalized 
client support in food pantry services. 

By co-creating with stakeholders during 
Workshop 2, we ensured that each 
prototype reflected lived experiences, 
cultural sensitivities, and practical realities 
faced by pantry users and facilitators. 

•	 Hands-On Prototyping (see Appendix 
K): Using low-fidelity materials such as 
pipe cleaners, Play-Doh, and tinfoil, 
participants constructed physical 
representations of core solution 
elements. These metaphors highlighted 
emotional needs, such as trust, safety, 
and belonging.
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VI. Evaluate, 
Plan, & Act
Reflecting on prototypes, identifying next steps, and empowering 
community-driven action. 
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WHERE WE ARE
At the conclusion of our prototyping phase, 
it became clear that while strong concepts 
had emerged—such as PantryGo and 
the Empathetic Exploratory Conversation 
Model (EECM)—the path toward a unified, 
collective solution across all participating 
food pantries wasn’t fully realized. 

Given the diversity of pantry operations, 
community contexts, and resource 
constraints, a single solution was neither 
practical nor desirable. Instead, each pantry 
began identifying individualized areas for 
improvement, aligned with their specific 
needs, capacities, and community goals. 

This outcome reflects the iterative nature 
of design in complex social systems—
where “success” is not a final product, 
but a foundation for ongoing adaptation, 
reflection, and action.

EVALUATE
While formal evaluation metrics were 
still evolving, key themes emerged from 
stakeholder feedback and team reflections: 

Not Ready for One-Size-Fits-All 
Solutions: Each pantry operates 
within unique cultural, logistical, and 
financial ecosystems. Flexibility and 
customization are essential for any future 
implementations. Priority Areas Identified 
Across Pantries: 

•	 Volunteering: Challenges in retention, 
education, and recruitment of 
volunteers were consistent across sites. 
There is a need for structured volunteer 
onboarding that emphasizes empathy, 
cultural sensitivity, and client-centered 
service. 

•	 Understanding Client Needs: Many 
pantries expressed interest in adopting 
elements of the EECM, recognizing 
that ongoing, empathetic conversations 
could improve service delivery and 
build trust. Tools to better capture and 
respond to client feedback—without 
creating burdensome processes—were 
seen as valuable next steps. 

ACT
The Act phase recognizes that implementation 
is not a one-time event, but a continuous 
process of learning, adapting, and 
collaborating. Key actions moving 
forward include: 

•	 Encouraging Experimentation: Each 
pantry is encouraged to prototype on a 
small scale, testing ideas like volunteer 
scripts, client conversation starters, or 
resource-sharing initiatives. 

•	 Fostering Peer Learning: Creating informal 
channels (e.g., quarterly meetups, shared 
digital spaces) where pantries can exchange 
insights, challenges, and successes as they 
implement their individualized plans. 

•	 Revisiting Prototypes: As pantries 
gather real-world feedback, there will be 
opportunities to refine initial prototypes, 
adapt them to changing community needs, 
and possibly re-engage in collective 
discussions about broader initiatives. 

PLAN
Rather than implementing a single, large-
scale solution, the Plan phase focuses on 
empowering individual pantries to take action 
based on the insights most relevant to their 
unique contexts. For pantries emphasizing 
volunteer development, this may involve 
designing simple training toolkits that 
incorporate empathy-based practices and 
scenario-based learning, as well as exploring 
peer mentorship models to support volunteer 
retention. 

Pantries prioritizing client engagement might 
begin by piloting elements of the Empathetic 
Exploratory Conversation Model through 
informal dialogue sessions, and experimenting 
with lightweight tools—such as story cards 
or reflection prompts—to capture client 
experiences without relying on formal surveys. 
For those interested in improving mobility, while 
PantryGo remains a longer-term concept, some 
pantries are already considering immediate, 
low-tech alternatives, such as partnerships 
with local ride-share programs or community 
transport services.



KEY INSIGHTS
The end of this project marks not a conclusion, but a transition—from collaborative research 
to community-led action. By focusing on context-specific solutions, empowering pantry 
leaders, and embracing the iterative nature of design, this work lays the groundwork for 
sustainable, meaningful improvements in food access, mobility, and community support. 

The commitment to understanding clients’ needs and strengthening volunteer systems will 
continue to guide future efforts, ensuring that services remain empathetic, adaptable, and 
deeply rooted in the voices of those they serve. 
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VII. 
Conclusion
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This project, grounded in the Collaborative 
Action Research in Design (CARD) 
framework, guided us through a 
dynamic, iterative journey—moving 
from understanding complex community 
challenges to framing opportunities, 
co-creating solutions, and identifying 
actionable steps. 

Across each phase—Understand, Define, 
Ideate, Prototype, Evaluate, Plan, and 
Act—we engaged deeply with food 
pantry leaders, community members, 
and volunteers. The process emphasized 
flexibility, empathy, and collaboration, 
allowing us to navigate the “fuzzy” spaces 
of food insecurity, mobility barriers, and 
systemic gaps in service delivery. Rather 
than delivering a singular solution, the 
CARD framework helped surface diverse, 
context-sensitive approaches that reflect the 
unique needs and strengths of each pantry 
and its community. 

SUMMARY OF THE 
CARD PROCESS

One of the most valuable outcomes 
of this project was witnessing the 
power of co-creation. By positioning 
Community Weavers and pantry 
stakeholders as co-researchers—not 
just participants—we unlocked richer 
insights, fostered trust, and ensured 
that proposed solutions were grounded 
in lived experience. 

Facilitating this process highlighted 
important lessons: 
•	 True collaboration requires creating 

safe, inclusive spaces where all 
voices are heard. 

•	 Visual tools (like personas, code 
maps, and prototypes) are essential 
for making complex challenges 
tangible and sparking meaningful 
dialogue. 

REFLECTIONS ON 
CO-CREATION, 
FACILITATION, 
& INSIGHTS 

•	 Flexibility is key—both in facilitation and 
in outcomes. The willingness to adapt 
the process in response to stakeholder 
input strengthened both engagement 
and results.

Bringing the CARD framework into 
real-world contexts underscored the 
complexity of social systems. Challenges 
like food insecurity and mobility are deeply 
intertwined, and design must embrace 
this messiness rather than reduce it. While 
lasting impact takes time and continued 
community effort, small wins—such as 
reframing volunteer roles or deepening 
client dialogue—can spark meaningful, long-
term change.

LESSONS FROM 
APPLYING THE CARD 
FRAMEWORK IN A REAL-
WORLD SETTING 

FINAL THOUGHTS
This project highlights how design can 
serve as a catalyst for social change—not by 
offering fixed solutions, but by facilitating 
collaboration, empathy, and action. In 
addressing food insecurity, design helped 
bridge gaps between stakeholders, center 
lived experiences, and make space for 
community-led innovation.

Effective design in this context requires 
cultural sensitivity, shared ownership, and 
a willingness to adapt. While prototypes 
and insights will continue to evolve locally, 
supportive policies—such as funding for 
community transportation, volunteer training 
programs, and inclusive service delivery 
models—are essential to scale and sustain 
impact.

Ultimately, when design thinking is 
paired with policy reform and community 
knowledge, it can help build more equitable 
and resilient systems.
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