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LETTER FROM  
OUR CO-FOUNDER

Two years into building communities with New Story, I was feeling 

serious deja vu: sitting in another hot conference room, looking 

at another identical design for a community in need. I’d sat across 

from government officials, leaders of large NGOs, low income 

housing developers, and many others since founding New Story. 

Regardless of who I was working with, or whether we were talking 

about Nepal or Nigeria, every community design looked identical: 

rows of homes as tight as you could fit them, little or no green 

space, and land in the middle of nowhere.

There had to be another way. How could the same community 

design make sense in places and for people who lived such 

different lives, in such a wide range of geographies?  I was also 

shocked to learn that many recently built homes and communities 

lay empty. Even though these families desperately needed 

housing, their new homes just weren’t working. The reasons varied 

from town to town, but one thing was the same:

I needed to find a solution. I engaged experienced mentors and 

ordered every book I could uncover on the topic. I soon learned 

that engaging home recipients in the design process is vital, and 

there were simple strategies I could employ. My research also 

showed me that the existing resources in Participatory Design 

were complex and dense. So I took what I’d learned and began 

testing a “lean” version of Participatory Design in the field. Since 

then, we’ve held LPD workshops wherever we build, and we’ve seen 

thriving communities as a result.

I’m so honored to share our process with you. This is a work in 

progress and a labor of love, and I’d love for you to be part of it 

too. Please share your feedback with us as you move through the 

course. We want this guide to be inclusive - because all great end 

products are!

With gratitude,
 
Alexandria Lafci 
COO & Co-Founder

New Story

Dear Partners,

No one asked for input from the 
ones who would be living there.
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ONLINE RESOURCES

We created this course to be as accessible as possible, so you 

can learn in whatever way is easiest for you. By enrolling in 

the course, you receive exclusive access not only to this Field 

Guide, but also to the online course hub, which contains:

 > Instructional videos featuring Alexandria Lafci, 
New Story COO

 > Handbooks and worksheets in an easily 
printable online format

 > A complete index of frequently asked questions, 
to be updated regularly

Connecting with the online course gives you more 

comprehensive guidance throughout the process of bringing 

LPD to your organization. This course is designed to be a multi-

media experience, which will update and evolve over time as we 

receive feedback from you.

Throughout the guide, keep a look out for the icon you see above. 

It’s your queue for looking further into the online resources.

newstorycharity.org/LPD

Sign into the online course 
today using your password: 
CreateChange.
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We’re so glad you’re here. 
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This guide is a part of our course in Lean Participatory Design 

(LPD) for home and community building, and it’s intended to provide 

a deeper dive into the materials covered in the course videos. This 

course is an evolving effort to communicate everything we’re 

learning in our own work. We, New Story, developed this course 

because we’ve seen first-hand the impact participatory design can 

have on home and community building. In the past four years of 

building, the insights we’ve gained from beneficiaries have been 

invaluable. We want to pass along everything we’ve learned, so that 

as a collective group, we can all build better communities.

In our experience, many of the resources in this subject area are  

extensive manuals, not designed for quick, practical implementation. 

Bringing a new design process into your organization can seem 

overwhelming and inaccessible, simply because the materials aren’t 

user-friendly. We created this course to provide a simplified, “lean” 

approach to participatory design — one you can learn and implement 

in just a month.

Everything in this course is...

ABOUT THIS GUIDE

In this chapter, we’ll provide some context 
for the course before we jump in. We’ll help 
answer some questions you may be asking 
right now…

 > What exactly is LPD?

 > Why is it important?

 > What can I expect from this   
course?

Even though the Field Guide will dive a little 
deeper than the course videos, you should 
still be able to read this whole guide on an 
airplane ride or by sections in a few short 
sittings. Sounds doable, right?

CHAPTER

1

ACCESSIBLE
Our recommendations keep 

time and budget considerations 

in mind so all organizations can 

use a version of LPD that works 

for them.

USER-FRIENDLY
You can learn how to apply LPD 

to your work, no matter how 

much research you’ve done or 

how much experience you have.

PR ACTICAL
In this course, you’ll find only  

what you need to begin 

implementing LPD in the field 

right away.
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WHAT IS LPD? We’ve learned that asking the right questions, to the right people, 

can lead to critical breakthroughs. We’ve implemented a system 

we call Lean Participatory Design — LPD for short — to make sure 

we ask the right questions on every build. LPD is a simple process 

that allows stakeholders to have significant input on the ultimate 

outcome of the build. For us, that translates to talking with families 

before we build homes and communities for them, but LPD is flexible 

and could work in countless contexts. 

You could use LPD to…

 > Develop new software

 > Bring water to communities 

 > Create sustainable energy options and  
so much more!

At New Story, we’ve used LPD not only to build homes, but also to 

help develop a mobile app for collecting family data. So far, the 

app has created a 400% increase in data collection efficiency — 

we can largely attribute that kind of success to gathering insights 

from stakeholders, and using them to design a better end product.

So, in a nutshell, what is LPD? 

It’s a simple pathway to  
better outcomes through  
inclusive design. 

In this course, we’ll use “Lean Participatory 
Design” and “human-centered” design inter-
changeably, because we believe participation 
is the only way to make a community truly 
suited to the humans who will live in it.
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In this course, we’ll focus specifically on how to use LPD in 

construction projects. At New Story, in the early days, we built a 

couple of communities without asking for family input. We quickly 

received feedback from families that made our hearts sink: the 

homes are too close together, rainwater floods the backyard, there 

isn’t enough green space, we don’t feel safe enough. 

It was clear we needed a new system. Even though the resources 

were dense and not easily accessible, we dove into learning the 

basic processes for participatory design. Since then, we’ve built 

hundreds of homes, and we’ve come to see LPD as an invaluable 

part of the process. In our work, we have found listening to 

families makes us more efficient, helps us prevent easily 

avoidable mistakes, and ultimately leads to a better end product.

So why does LPD matter? We can see a lot of reasons, but here are 

three of the big ones:

WHY DOES LPD MATTER?

REASON 1

REASON 2

LPD shows respect to the home recipients. 

By assuming we have all the answers, we miss an opportunity to 

honor the lived experience of the end user. How could we possibly 

know their unique needs without their input? When we make 

choices on their behalf, we take away the dignity of being allowed 

to have a voice. Do they prefer to cook indoors or outdoors? What 

are their cultural norms around waste and community space? 

These choices are simple, but they have a huge impact on the 

family ’s experience in their new home and community. Having a 

voice in the process creates a sense of respect and dignity.

LPD promotes the long-term success of the project. 

Families have critical knowledge about how they expect their 

communities to operate, and sharing their knowledge leads to 

design that accommodates their unique needs. Will the market be 

at the center of town or on the outskirts? Where will their children 

walk to school? What local transportation is available? When we 

build before we ask, we risk seeing our work be fruitless — many 

well-made communities have become ghost towns because 

they’re built without the end user in mind. Ultimately, families have 

a clear picture of how they want to live, and they can help us see 

it too. Gaining this kind of insight allows us to prevent avoidable 

mistakes and build homes and communities families will be able to 

thrive in for generations.
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REASON 3 LPD encourages community cohesion. 

When you’re bringing hundreds or thousands of people together 

to live, trust and familiarity can be a driving force of safety. When 

families design their homes and communities together, they 

get to know each other and work toward a common goal. While 

distrust leads to problems and discord, positive relationships 

are the foundation for sustainable communities. In Ahuachapán, 

El Salvador, for example, we’ve learned families are taking turns 

walking their children to school so more parents can go to work. 

When families know each other, they operate in the best interest 

of their shared community.

In addition to building community cohesion, LPD can also 

help strengthen working relationships with contractors and 

government officials. When everyone is allowed to offer input 

in the process, it builds empathy and understanding among all 

stakeholders involved.

So, why do we use LPD? Ultimately, because we know we don’t 

know everything. So we ask.

It’s really just that simple.
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WHAT CAN I EXPECT 
FROM THIS COURSE? EXPERT GUIDANCE

Throughout this course, you’ll be learning from New Story COO, 

Alexandria Lafci. She’s the face in the videos, and she’s the brains 

behind this Field Guide. Alexandria has more than a decade of 

experience in domestic and international development. She’s led 

financial capacity building efforts in rural Central America; briefed 

African heads of state on poverty alleviation through land reform; 

and led projects in 7 countries spanning microfinance, development, 

supply chain, education, and beyond. In 2016, she was named to 

the Forbes 30 Under 30 list. Alexandria directs New Story’s efforts 

in human-centered design and brings a wealth of expertise and 

hands-on experience to the table. Additionally, all of the learnings 

in this course were refined by input from local leaders and 

seasoned urban designers in the countries where we work.

LEARN AT YOUR PACE
Now that you have access to the course, you can go as fast or as  

slow as you want. There are four progressive chapters in the course, 

 and one Q&A section at the end. Each section includes a video, a 

chapter of the guide, and any related resources you might need. 

The materials will always be here for you to reference — and you can 

even print off the Field Guide and Resources to take with you 

wherever you go. Each video is less than five minutes long, and the 

accompanying guide chapter should take no longer than 25 minutes 

to read through each time. Our aim is for you to be able to learn the 

material easily and thoroughly, at your own pace!

WE’RE HERE FOR YOU
Once you’ve finished the course materials, you might still have 

questions. That’s totally fine. Please reach out to us and let us know 

what you need or if there is a resource we should add. We may even 

incorporate your question or suggestion to the course materials, so 

others can learn from it too. We recognize this is a collaborative 

effort at creating meaningful change in the world, so we want you 

to know we’re in it with you.

We want to maximize your learning experience. Have you checked 

out the online resources yet? This course is designed to be a 

multimedia experience. If you’re reading this on paper, don’t forget 

to jump into everything we’ve got online for you as well.

We made this course to be as accessible as 
possible, while still giving you everything you 
need to put what you learn into action. By the 
end of this course, our hope is that you’ll be able 
to confidently implement LPD into your workflow, 
whatever that looks like for you. 

ONE LAST THING
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Ready to start this journey? 
Let’s dive in to Chapter 2! 
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