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In the United States the limitations 
of clinical care and inequitable social 
systems disproportionately affect the 
sexual health care of young people, who 
do not move through the world with the 
same levels of autonomy as adults. 

Moreover, many of the healthcare 
providers that serve young people–
including pediatricians and nurse 
practitioners–are not trained to 
deliver quality adolescent sexual and 
reproductive health care. 

Harnessing a unique design strategy 
and research approach, the Ci3 Design 
Thinking Lab at the University of Chicago 
has launched a sexual health service 
platform co-designed with and for young 
people. Its name is Hello Greenlight. 

Photo credit: www.pexels.com

CURRENT CONTEXT OF CARE
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Young people face many barriers to 
accessing sexual health care
Young people are not often engaged by adults in open, 
non-judgmental conversations about their sexual health. 
And, as minors, they have limited autonomy over their 
sexual healthcare choices without their own money or 
transportation. Young people have specific legal rights to 
confidential sexual health care, which is often provided 
for free or low cost, but lack awareness of these options.

These above barriers are compounded for young people 
of color who often face structural barriers to health 
that are evident in differences around rate of drop out, 
asthma, obesity, sexually transmitted infections, as well 
as for incarceration and victimization by crime.

Limitations of clinical care are compounded 
for youth
Many providers that young people seek care from are  
not trained on sexual healthcare, or more specifically,  
to provide quality, confidential care to adolescents.

Providers sometimes impart their own ideas about what 
contraceptive methods are appropriate for young people.

Subsequently, many young people are counseled and 
cared for in narrow paternalistic ways that characterize 
them as “at risk” rather than individuals with agency over 
their unique bodies, lives, and aspirations. 
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How might we make sexual  
and reproductive health care  
adolescent friendly?
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Our unique design strategy and research approach integrates three theoretical frameworks with the core principles  
of Scandinavian participatory design.

OUR RATIONALE

SOCIO-ECOLOGICAL 
MODEL

REPRODUCTIVE  
JUSTICE FRAMEWORK

SCANDINAVIAN PARTICIPATORY DESIGN PRINCIPLES  

POSITIVE YOUTH 
DEVELOPMENT

People have a say about what is being made and design processes are structured to 
support mutual learning for all participants.

All people should have the 
social, political, and economic 
power and resources to make 
health decisions about their 

gender, bodies, sexuality, and 
families for themselves and 

their communities.

Recognizes the potential capacity 
and strengths of young people as 
they actively develop confidence, 
knowledge, and agency to achieve 

future goals.

Behaviors interpreted through 
ecosystems lens: intra- and 
interpersonal relationships, 
organizations, community 

beliefs, and policy.
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In the first phase, young people learned human-centered design competencies, collected and analyzed their data, and generated a range  
of concepts to address their wishes and fears. 

In the second phase, our lab continued to iterate and refine the original prototypes, keeping the vision of young people intact, with the goal  
of ensuring that concepts would be feasible and acceptable in the context of clinical care.

HELLO GREENLIGHT RESEARCH AND STRATEGY TIMELINE

51 YOUTH PARTICIPANTS

CONTEXTUAL INQUIRY ON  
A MOBILE HEALTH UNIT

EXPERT INTERVIEWS TANGIBLE TOOL LAUNCH

MOCK CONSULTATIONS & 
IN-CLINIC OBSERVATIONSSYNTHESIS

GENERATIVE DESIGN 
RESEARCH ACTIVITIES

4 COMMUNITY PARTNERS

CONCEPT GENERATION  
AND PROTOTYPING

10 HEALTH CARE PROVIDERS

PHASE 1 START PHASE 2 START NEXT



PHASE 1:  Young people engage with  
the human-centered design process

GENERATIVE DESIGN 
RESEARCH ACTIVITIES

As facilitators, we deliberately 
built the human-centered  
design competencies of 
participants without explicitly 
calling out the ubiquitous phases 
of design using a range of 
generative activities.

CONCEPT GENERATION  
AND PROTOTYPING

Following participant observation 
and expert interviews, workshop 
teams processed what they 
learned, calling out bright spots 
and pain points in a young 
person’s journey, then generating 
and prototyping new concepts  
in response.

CONTEXTUAL INQUIRY ON  
A MOBILE HEALTH UNIT

Engaging with and navigating 
sexual health care on one’s own 
is often a new and daunting 
experience for many young 
people. Workshop teams had the 
opportunity to experience a local 
mobile health unit and experience 
care as standardized patients to 
understand how to create quality, 
adolescent-centered sexual 
health care.
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PHASE 1: PARTICIPATORY DESIGN WITH YOUNG PEOPLE 

During initial workshop activities, young people explored the ecosystem that affects their access to sexual health services. They examined 
interpersonal relationships by creating a “perfect provider” and a “collective confidant.” They mapped different organizations, places and 
people that influenced them in everyday ways. They interviewed their peers and public health experts to understand other perspectives on 
health and wellness.
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CONTEXTUAL INQUIRY ON A MOBILE HEALTH UNIT

“I thought the only way that a woman could 
stop having children was by just having her 
tubes tied. But then I learned about this 
thing called an IUD, or something like that, 
and I was like ‘Oh my god! It’s a whole 
new experience.’ I learned about, there’s a 
whole shot, or there’s a thing you can put 
in your arm. And, I was like, ‘Wow. Wow.’ 

Nobody ever told me about these things. I’m 
like, ‘I’m going to blow these people’s minds 
when I get back to school.”

A participant describes his experience 
learning about birth control.

Workshop teams toured the clinic to understand physical aspects of the care environment and what it might signal to other young people. 
They created fictional patient scenarios, incorporating real sexual health concerns and questions, then visited the mobile clinic with one team 
member serving as a standardized patient and remaining teammates observing the interaction. These simulated visits helped young people 
understand the patient experience from interpersonal and emotional standpoints and how care extends beyond the clinic into the community.
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NEXPLANON 
Patients usually understand how 
this method works in the body but 
are concerned about side effects. 

RING: 
With this method, it is difficult 
to understand how it fits into  
the body. 

PATCH: 
It is generally easy for young 
people to understand how it works 
because it is “like a band-aid”. 

PILLS: 
While pills are well known, most 
young people are unsure how to 
properly take them. 

IUDs: 
This method is difficult  
to  understand because  
people are unfamiliar with 
female anatomy. 

SHOT: 
Since most young people  
have had a shot before, it is  
easy for young people to know 
how it works. 

CONDOM: 
Young people are unsure of  
where to find condoms and 
are unaware that they prevent 
sexually transmitted infections. 

INTERNAL CONDOM: 
Most young people have never 
heard of this method.

GETTING HANDS ON WITH CONTRACEPTIVE METHODS

WELL KNOWN METHOD LESS KNOWN METHOD

During simulated patient visits, most teams left with many questions about various methods, so we shared with them our physical stash of 
real contraceptives. Participants’ positive reactions to tangibly experiencing methods both inside and outside of the clinical setting led to the 
creation of tangible teaching tools and other related concepts. 

The images below represent the actual models from our physical stash. Generally young people were surprised by how many methods there 
are available. The below continuum illustrates which methods were more well known and less well known by young people in the group. 

Photo credits: www.bedsider.org



CONCEPT GENERATION AND PROTOTYPING

By the end of the workshop series, teams had analyzed their data and generated a range of concepts to address their wishes and fears. 
Concepts clearly prioritized the perspectives of young people and also made evident a set of meta design principles to guide the development 
of the tools, products and services that together constitute Hello Greenlight, a sexual health service platform.



PARTICIPANTS’ REFLECTIONS ON 
HUMAN-CENTERED DESIGN 

To learn more about participants’ reflections 
watch this video. 

“You just can’t make 
something and think that 
everybody will like it and give 
it out.”

“I don’t feel adults usually ask 
teenagers what they want or 
what they need, it’s just given 
to us.”

https://vimeo.com/295187270
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HELLO GREENLIGHT META DESIGN PRINCIPLES

Make sexual and reproductive healthcare-related rights known and actionable.

Clarify and help young people navigate pathways across the system of  
sexual healthcare.

Set expectations for what young people should expect for quality sexual 
healthcare before, during, and after a visit.

Ensure that care delivery is inclusive, respectful, and supportive of patient choice.

Support young people’s confidence and problem solving efficacy for their sexual 
and reproductive health.

Provide young people with the space to have positive and constructive dialogues 
with other peers about sexual health, and to support each other in caring for their 
sexual health.

Equip adult allies with the tools and knowledge to support young people as they 
explore their sexual health.

1.

2. 

3. 

4.

5. 

6. 
 

7. 
 

Concepts generated in phase one clearly prioritized the perspectives of young people and also made evident a set of design principles  
for adolescent-centered tools, products and services that constitute the Hello Greenlight sexual health service platform. Its objectives are to:



PHASE 2: Bringing the tangible tool  
to life

EXPERT INTERVIEWS

We interviewed a variety of 
subject matter experts to identify 
how they currently counsel 
on birth control and what tools 
they use. 

4 Nurse midwives
1 Gynecologist
3 Mobile health unit providers
4 Peer health educators

TANGIBLE TOOL LAUNCH

In the upcoming months, Ci3 will 
conduct two clinic-based research 
studies to identify and recommend 
best practices for implementing 
the tangible contraceptive 
counseling tool in clinical contexts, 
as well as measure patient 
satisfaction and method uptake.

RESEARCH AND TESTING

To test our prototypes with young 
people and providers, we held 
mock consultations to clarify 
design criteria. Then we took 
the tool in clinic to test it with 
gynecologists during their usual 
fast-paced schedule. 

2 Nurse midwives
2 Mobile health unit providers
20 Young people
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Ensure that care 
delivery is inclusive, 

respectful, and 
supportive of patient 

choice.

Support young 
people’s confidence 
and problem solving 

efficacy for their sexual 
and reproductive 

health.

Equip adult allies 
with the tools and 

knowledge to support 
young people as they 
explore their sexual 

health.

4.

5.

7.

This tool represents one example from the Hello Greenlight product system of how our 
unique design research and strategy physically manifests the design principles, literally 
structuring conversations about contraception in the way young people would like them  
to be.

Following the summer series, during phase two, our lab continued to iterate and refine the 
original prototypes of the tool, keeping the vision of the tool as designed by young people 
intact, with the goal to ensure it would also work in the context of clinical care.

PRINCIPLES IN PRACTICE:  TANGIBLE  
CONTRACEPTIVE COUNSELING TOOL
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EXPERT INTERVIEWS – INSIGHTS FROM PROVIDERS AND PEER HEALTH EDUCATORS

Providers and peer health 
educators use 2-dimensional tools 
to describe birth control methods. 

Having the method look and  
feel like the real thing is key to  
a patient understanding how  
a method might fit into their body 
and life.

Most tools list methods in order  
of effectiveness. Providers 
explained that this is not the best 
way for a patient to choose a 
method because each patient  
has reasons other than 
effectiveness for uptake. 

“I think some patients 
want to understand the 
array of birth control 
that are out there. 
So it’s really about 
how to help people 
conceptualize all of 
the options. And then 
start to ask themselves 
some questions about 
what it is they’re  
looking for.”

Mobile Health Unit ProviderGynecologist

“Yes, there’s different 
levers in terms of 
discreteness, timing, 
efficacy and things like 
that. Those are things 
that we find in most of 
our conversations that 
guides us in terms of 
what we encourage or 
what we counsel for  
and against.”

“So they can actually see 
how it [birth control] 
feels like. Because a lot 
of them, they don’t really 
like this [NuvaRing] 
when you describe it. If 
you can show it, it may 
lessen a little bit that 
anxiety or whatever 
feelings that they have 
about putting something 
inside of them.”

Nurse Midwife

Visuals are helpful  
in the conversations

Materiality is so important, 
as is understanding size

Order of presenting  
the methods
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EXPERT INTERVIEWS – INSIGHTS FROM PROVIDERS AND PEER HEALTH EDUCATORS

For providers, the birth control tool 
needs to be compact and easy 
to use so they can take it in their 
pocket or hook it to a lanyard. 

Every patient comes into their ap-
pointment with a unique experience 
and perspective. Helping them sift 
through misconceptions about birth 
control and understanding their 
needs is important. For example, 
for some patients, discretion of the 
method is very important. 

The providers we interviewed used 
a patient centered consultation 
method to counsel on birth control. 

“Normalizing it, and 
making it so that even 
not in a business 
setting like this, 
people can just have a 
conversation about it.”

“It is about side effects mostly. 
I had a patient say [about 
Nexplanon], ‘Their arms are 
falling off.’ That’s the kind 
of thing that we’re fighting 
against. We’re trying to give 
them facts. As adolescents, 
they’re really listening to their 
cousin’s, sister’s, brother’s, 
husband’s situation. That’s 
the one thing about counseling 
that I think we all find difficult.”

Nurse Midwife

ICAH Peer Health Educator

“I show them actually 
how it [birth control 
method] physically looks 
and feels. It’s a little 
bit hard to have actual 
examples because 
usually I’m on the go. 
I don’t have time to 
put  a bunch of IUDs or 
whatever in my pockets, 
or Nexplanon in my 
pockets, especially when 
I’m catching babies too.”

Nurse Midwife

PortabilityPatient’s Own Experience / 
Misconceptions

It’s Your Choice / Patient 
Centered Consultation



01

03

02

04

After synthesizing insights from the expert interviews, we created design constraints for the tool that included the following criteria: a lack of 
hierarchy for the methods, easy to carry and/or clip onto a lanyard or put in a pocket, able to be isolated by method, and method materiality as 
close to the real thing as possible. The industrial designer created four mock-ups. Although each method could isolate methods, we chose to 
move forward with the first design because it also made it possible to remove methods from the central ring. Young people also noted that this 
method looked the friendliest and, with the addition of color, would be the tool they would be most likely to pick up and interact with. 

INDUSTRIAL DESIGN 
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MOCK CONSULTATIONS 

In our initial interviews, young people stressed that the tool 
needed color in order for it to be approachable and friendly 
enough to touch. They suggested neon or rainbow colors for 
the tool. The design team wondering how to use color to add  
additional information about each method and how much color  
to use on the tool. 

To explore how to use color effectively, the design team asked 
health care providers and young people how they would color  
the tool.

See next page for examples of color exploration by young people 
and healthcare providers.Participant explains 

her coloring choices  
to larger group. 

Participant and nurse 
midwife before mock 
consultation session. 

We invited two nurse midwives to use an all-white contraceptive 
counseling tool in 15-minute mock consultation sessions. 
The goal of this session was to see how the current prototype 
matched our design criteria in a consultation. 

After the consultation, we debriefed with the participants. When 
we asked them their first impression of  the tool, one young 
woman said:

“It was like, it shocked me because I didn’t know there  
were many forms of birth control. I only knew about like  
the condoms and then pills, really and then the implant. 
That’s the only things I knew about, so when I seen all  
of those, I was just like ... I never knew there was that  
many forms of birth control out there.”
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UNDERSTANDING KNOWLEDGE 

Before participants went into their mock consultation session, we asked them to fill in the information they knew about each contraceptive 
method with a black pen. After they met with the healthcare provider, we invited them to add more detail or correct anything they wrote down 
in red. Each one on one session with the provider and the tool increased understanding of each method. 

Participant  
adds details 
about how long 
the IUD will last.

Although the 
participant could 
identify the path, 
they could not  
add details about 
how it worked 
until after the 
consultation. 



Hello Greenlight: A Sexual Health Service Platform Designed with and for Young People22

MOCK CONSULTATIONS (SECOND ROUND) AND IN-CLINIC OBSERVATIONS

In the second mock consultation session, we used a second prototype with color based on the feedback and suggestions from the 
previous workshop. We noticed that both young people and providers used color to organize the methods into 3 categories: 
barrier/ STI prevention, combined hormone, and progestin only / long acting. In the second mock consultation sessions, this 
organization was helpful for patients to understand how methods worked, but they preferred the methods to be all white. 

We then took this prototype into the UChicago Obstetrics and Gynecology clinic to understand how well the tool did in a live clinic 
setting where the provider moves from exam room to exam room. The following observations were made: (1) While we originally 
thought it would be helpful for providers to take individual methods off the ring to hand to patients, this rarely happened once they 
were in clinic. (2) While providers were moving between exam rooms, the methods would slide off. (3) Since most exam rooms lack 
a table to consult on (like our mock consultation room pictured above), providers wanted the methods to have more friction as they 
moved around the ring so that it was easier to manipulate the tool in their hands without methods sliding.

STI PREVENTION PROGESTIN ONLY/ 
LONG ACTING.

COMBINED 
HORMONE
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THE TANGIBLE TOOL
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THE TANGIBLE TOOL SUPPORTS A PATIENT CENTERED CONVERSATION

Since the tool shows all the methods, the patient can ask questions, touch each method, and think more about how a method might fit into 
their life. They are interested to gain a better understanding of how they work or inquire about any of the other methods. 
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PROVIDER EXPLAINS IUDS TO A PATIENT

The provider draws  
a uterus to show  
how the IUD is inserted. 

The provider explains  
the differences between 
the copper IUD  
and hormonal IUD. 

The provider invites  
the patient to touch  
the copper IUD.
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HELLO GREENLIGHT PLATFORM

The tangible contraceptive counseling tool is 
one instantiation of the Ci3 Design Thinking 
Lab’s strategy to meet young people where they 
are by listening to them and the providers who 
care for them, and to actively engage both these 
groups in a participatory design process. It is 
one of the many tools, products, and services 
that comprise Hello Greenlight.

In ongoing service to improve the delivery of 
high quality adolescent sexual health care, 
Hello Greenlight continues to make, test, and 
disseminate additional products and services 
that meet our design criteria and are driven  
by the theoretical frameworks and principles  
of participatory design. 


